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​THE ARRIVAL

		


		
			
​Chapter 1

			Kara Howard’s lungs had been conditioned to breathe Zaratan’s air, yet her heart sank when she took her first step onto the planet she would now call home. It had taken six grueling months to travel across the galaxy to the small planet with purple air. She had been ripped from her home at the threat of Earth’s annihilation to help repopulate a world some distant relative hailed from centuries ago.

			She held on to the shuttle’s door, fearing her shaking knees would buckle. Falling on her face wouldn’t make a good first impression on the woman who came out to greet her. Mrs. Krone was to be her new mother.

			“Hello,” the woman said. Her sparkling blue eyes and warm smile helped to alleviate some of Kara’s nervousness.

			Kara extended her hand—it was too early to hug a perfect stranger. Mrs. Krone stared at Kara’s hand, not understanding the Earth gesture. Even after the extended trip across the galaxy, some habits were hard to break.

			Narobe Krone brushed by Kara and took his wife into his arms. He had become Kara’s surrogate father on the journey to Zaratan. The kiss he gave his spouse reflected the year long separation the couple was forced to suffer. Kara had never witnessed such passion between her parents.

			“Shaking hands is an Earth custom,” Narobe informed his wife as soon as he released her lips. “It was a means to demonstrate neither party was armed.”

			Kara was not sure if what Narobe shared was correct. She imagined the Zaratanians studied various aspects of Earth culture to help assimilate their children. It was doubtful she’d ever see her birth planet again.

			“I am so happy to meet you, Kara. Please, call me Aimee,” her new mother said as she wrapped her two hands around Kara’s.

			Her hands were warm and Kara couldn’t help smiling. It was unlike any handshake she’d experienced, but it was perfect. It was not a rote response, but a genuine welcome.

			Aimee was several inches taller than Kara, probably standing five-foot-seven. At fifteen, Kara was not sure if she would get any taller. Unlike Kara, Aimee had an athlete’s body. During her time on the spacecraft, Kara had lost at least twenty pounds. She never thought she’d complain about being too skinny.

			“Thank you for taking me into your home,” Kara replied. She wasn’t sure what else to say. Her mother would have required her to say something similar if she was temporarily staying at a friend’s house.

			Kara was unsure if Narobe had discussed her placement in their household with his wife. There was nothing in Aimee’s manner that indicated she had any objections. Narobe once told her his wife and his children’s spouses all came from other worlds. Aimee had once been in the same position Kara found herself in today.

			“Four of my six children have homes of their own. The house is too quiet,” Aimee confessed.

			A sad expression temporarily crossed Aimee’s face. Kara wondered if she thought about the family she had been taken from. They would never know if their daughter found happiness on a distant world, just as Kara’s parents would never know.

			Aimee’s face brightened. “Yarno!” she said and advanced to greet the individual who stood behind Kara.

			“I go by the name Jim, now,” said the eighteen-year-old who had formerly gone by another name. He only used the Earth-friendly name she was familiar with once they met.

			Jim had befriended Kara on the ship. She later discovered he was one of a number of boys who had been identified as her possible future mate. He had been there for her through the different trials she and her team had to tackle, as well as her injuries and illnesses. Kara didn’t know what she would have done without him.

			“I am so glad you will be staying with us for a while, Jim,” Aimee said, quickly adapting to his new name. “You can have Barster’s old room.”

			Jim had not mentioned he would be staying with the family she was assigned to live with. However, it did not surprise her. Narobe considered Jim as another of his sons.

			“Thank you, Aimee,” Jim replied. “After living on a ship full of people, I was not looking forward to the solitary existence of living alone. On The Hope, there was always someone milling about.”

			“Maybe we should go in and give Kara the grand tour,” Narobe suggested.

			The front yard looked like one she might have found on Earth. Only the purple air reminded her she was not home. There was green grass, flower beds bordered the house, and trees scattered about. The one thing missing were cars sitting in non-existent driveways.

			Kara took several steps toward the stone masonry home when an explosion in the distance grabbed her attention. She involuntarily turned in the direction of the disturbance. Debris fell from the sky.

			One of the shuttles taking children and other passengers to the surface had been destroyed. Two massive ships orbited Zaratan, so Kara couldn’t determine if the shuttle had come from The Hope, the ship she had arrived on.

			A sense of dread consumed her. Matt, her former neighbor on Earth and the love of her life, had also been shuttling down to Zaratan. As she had aboard the ship, Kara looked to Narobe for answers.

			Another explosion occurred, but this one was closer to where they stood. Kara saw the shuttle become a ball of fire in her peripheral vision. Fear consumed her, afraid another shuttle was going to be destroyed. How many people were going to die today?

			It bothered her she had become insensitized to violence since being taken from Earth. Had she just recovered from a bombing on the ship, to be endangered by more terrorism once she arrived on Zaratan? From the reactions of those around her, these attacks occurred more often than Narobe had told her.

			“Let us get inside,” Narobe said anxiously. His concerned eyes lit on her in an attempt to see how she was holding up.

			Jim took her hand while Narobe and Aimee ran to their home. It was not the type of greeting anyone had expected. Kara couldn’t help wondering who had been on the two shuttles.

			“Is it the Joffray?” Kara asked.

			The estranged fifth family of the planet Zaratan were responsible for planting the explosives aboard The Hope. The evening of her citizenship celebration, a bomb detonated and around a hundred people had died. A single shuttle exploding in the atmosphere could have been some kind of mechanical problem, but a second craft stunk of terrorism. The Joffray had resorted to violence to protest Zaratanian’s policy of taking children from other planets to repopulate their world after a pandemic killed eighty percent of their citizens.

			“I do not know,” Narobe confessed. “I should head to Berendral Space Headquarters and find out what is going on. Jim, take care of my family. Dafnee and Raine should be heading home from school after the authorities declare it is safe.”

			“The Berendrals have their own space command?” Kara inquired. “I thought governments would be responsible for such functions.”

			“We control the capital city of Karshun and are the local government,” Narobe explained.

			Narobe used the last name of Krone and Berendral interchangeably. Although he preferred to use his direct family’s name, he was a Berendral. He led the family aboard The Hope and had adopted her. She would be known on this planet as Kara Krone Berendral.

			She knew her family controlled the city, but she had no idea the extent of the power they possessed. It was like the Italian Renaissance where city-states were ruled by powerful families like the Medici, Sforza, and Este. Once again, she found comfort in comparing her experiences with Earth’s history, a subject she loved.

			Narobe gave his spouse a quick embrace and headed out. Jim, Aimee, and Kara ended up in a spacious living room. After being exposed to different living quarters on the ship, the living room did not seem oddly decorated. She noted, at first glance, the furniture was of better quality, not surprising in the home of one of the most powerful members of the Berendral family.

			Rather than sitting, Kara and Aimee paced. Kara was worried about her friends, particularly Matt; she imagined Aimee was concerned about her children making their way home. 

			“Can you call your children at the school?” Kara asked. If she concentrated on Aimee’s concerns, maybe she’d be less freaked out about her friends until Narobe had news to share.

			“When there is an act of violence, communication devices are not to be used,” Aimee said. “It gives emergency crews and the government exclusive access to the system. There is nothing I can do right now.”

			“Except worry,” Kara said.

			Aimee smiled and took Kara into her arms. The embrace took Kara back to when she said goodbye to her parents. She missed her parents and Aimee’s warmth only made it worse. She was not prepared to be strong, weakened by worrying about who was on the exploding shuttles. Tears she had no control over ran down her cheeks.

			“Oh, sweetheart,” Aimee said. “It will be all right. I doubt you knew anyone aboard either of the shuttles.”

			“Does it ever get any easier?” Kara inquired.

			The question was directed to Aimee, but Kara’s eyes were focused on Jim. He once admitted he, too, had problems adjusting when he first came to Zaratan. Ultimately, it was meeting Kara that brought purpose and happiness back into his life.

			“Does what get easier?” Aimee asked.

			“Being selected and never seeing your parents again?” Kara cried. She stuttered saying the word parents.

			“Sit down,” Aimee instructed. “Jim, please make us some tea.”

			Aimee sat and patted the cushion next to her. Kara mindlessly did as she was asked. She fervently wished she could shut off her brain.

			“I am not going to lie to you, it will be difficult for the time being,” Aimee admitted. “But when you look into your first child’s face, the pain lessens. Narobe and I wed when I was sixteen, two months after I arrived.”

			“Sixteen!” Kara shrieked.

			“Sweetheart, in my world, girls mated at fifteen or sixteen,” Aimee said. “The Zaratanians are desperate to repopulate their world, but respect the customs of the worlds they take children from. Regardless, you will not be pressured to start a family until you are ready. I was immediately introduced to twenty Benendral boys I was genetically compatible with. When I looked into Narobe’s eyes, I knew he was the one.” 

			“How old was he at the time?” Kara asked.

			Aimee laughed. “An awkward seventeen-year-old. He was being groomed for a role of great responsibility within the family. I think the last thing he wanted was a wife. In essence, we grew up together. Above all, it was Narobe who helped ease how homesick I was. Finally, I had to be there for my children and support the world they would grow up in. Four of my kids found themselves in Narobe’s position, helping a selected child from another world.”

			The older woman stared at Kara for a moment and added, “You have his eyes.”

			The fact Narobe had the same shape and colored eyes as she did was the first thing she noticed about him. It was a little unnerving at the time. But with the acceptance of who and what she was, Kara knew she had inherited the trait from the same ancestors Narobe did. 

			Jim paused before entering the room. She wasn’t sure if Aimee really was thirsty or wanted to have a private conversation with her. Kara knew Jim would marry her in a heartbeat if she wanted, but she was nowhere near ready.

			Kara took the mug Jim handed her and blew over the rim of the cup. The beverage was very hot and it would be a while before she could take a sip. She welcomed the distraction more than quenching her thirst.

			She heard a door slam and loud voices echoed from the entryway. Narobe and Aimee’s two youngest children were home from school. Kara was about to meet her new brother and sister. For some reason, her stomach churned with anxiety.

			[image: ]

			The welcoming look Aimee had displayed earlier was absent on the faces of her two youngest children. When she rose, Jim felt her discomfort and stood, taking her hand in his. Kara wondered if she would be welcoming if the shoe was on the other foot.

			Raine appeared to be a younger version of Narobe. Although, he appeared to be several inches shorter than his father, Kara imagined he would be as tall as Narobe one day. Dafnee had features from both parents. Rather than sharing her eye color and shape with Kara, Dafnee had the same shade of blue irises as her mother. They were both dressed in Berendral dark purple. 

			“Dafnee and Raine, this is Kara,” Aimee said. “She just arrived. Your father went to get information about the explosions.”

			If Kara remembered correctly, Raine was seventeen and Dafnee was her age. Aimee’s son’s eyes roamed up and down her body. She got a very different response from his sister.

			Dafnee’s eyes were glued to Jim. Kara never bothered to ask about what other girls were on his list of possible future mates. All of a sudden, Kara felt like she was trespassing on a previous claim, even if it was only in Dafnee’s mind. Kara pulled her hand free of Jim’s grasp.

			“I am not sharing my room,” Dafnee announced.

			“We discussed this,” Aimee said in a controlled tone. “Kara will be staying in your sister’s room. I do, however, expect you to befriend Kara and help her with the transition.”

			There was an edge to Aimee’s voice as she finished addressing her daughter, very similar to the tone her mother used when reprimanding Kara. Relationships between mothers and daughters weren’t so different across the galaxy. There was some comfort in the uneasiness between Aimee and Dafnee.

			“We lost my brother, Barster, to a broodmare. Why does this family still continue to dilute Zaratanian blood with these aliens?” Dafnee asked.

			Aimee was furious and Kara took an involuntary step backward, ramming into the couch. Jim steadied her before she fell backward.

			“Go to your room and stay there until your father gets home,” Aimee shouted. 

			Kara had to control her mirth at the statement. It was such a typical maternal threat when a father was not present. She wondered if Aimee would talk to Narobe when he got home or reconsider once she cooled down.

			Dafnee stormed from the room and Raine appeared to be having a difficult time not bursting out laughing. Kara remembered similar dynamics between herself and her older brother, Kyle. She wondered if he missed her.

			“She has been in a lousy mood lately,” Raine complained. “Dafnee has been hanging out with the wrong type of kids at school.”

			Kara wanted clarification related to what group that was, but held her tongue. She wasn’t sure when she would be starting school and already had too much on her mind to worry about. With time, maybe Dafnee would be a little friendlier.

			“It has been a rough couple of days,” Kara said. “Can I see my room. I’d like to start unpacking while we wait for Narobe to return.” She could only hope her room was as far from Dafnee’s as possible.

			“I will show her the way,” Jim volunteered. “Kara’s room is next to mine.”

			While they talked in the living room, staff had taken all her belongings from the shuttle into the house. The stealthy servants managed the task without making any noise. Kara had been forced to wear the Berendral dark purple clothing when they disembarked and she wanted to change into a pair of jeans. She hoped she would be able to wear whatever she desired in the privacy of her new home.

			Kara followed Jim out of the room and down a hallway. Various pieces of 3D art hung from the walls, similar to how the ship’s quarters were decorated. She wasn’t sure if they redecorated for her comfort or if the ship was tailored to look like a Zaratanian home.

			When she entered the room she’d call home, Kara was surprised to see it was decorated like she had organized her quarters on The Hope. Even her family picture was on her nightstand. Unfortunately, she would not be able to spend the rest of her life in this room. Kara had to go out and start a new life on this planet. It was all a little overwhelming.

			“Do you like it?” Jim asked. “I took images of your rooms on the ship and sent them to Aimee. She enjoyed the scavenger hunt, tracking down all the items you placed in your space.”

			She liked how Aimee looked at everything as an opportunity. Maybe that was the best way for her to survive on this planet. On The Hope, she relied on Jim and Matt to help keep her from losing it. Being near them stopped her from feeling sorry for herself or dwelling on things she had no control over. She had been made part of a team almost from the start and that provided her some security. The last couple of months, she’d missed the company of her friends as they spent more time in their adopted families’ units.

			When they first entered the ship, they were told they weren’t going to learn anything about the families who would adopt them since they didn’t want to prejudice the children with the old biases that drove the Zaratanian people to war. The pandemic ended a war that had lasted centuries.

			That, however, had all been a lie. As soon as the four families claimed their children, they began poisoning them against either the Berendral or Lorabo families. Only one of her teammates, Marco, had been a descendant of a Berendral refugee. Matt’s ancestor was from the Lorabo family and it drove a wedge between them.

			“Well?” Jim asked, pulling Kara from her thoughts.

			“It’s perfect,” Kara replied honestly.

			She imagined her surroundings were more a reflection of Jim’s work than Narobe’s. Everything Jim had done since they met was for her comfort. That included giving her and her team motion sickness meds. He did everything with her best interest in mind. It was very touching. 

			Kara struggled with her feelings for Jim. She was immediately attracted to him, but also felt beholden to him. Was it jealousy she felt when Dafnee looked possessively at Jim? Her emotions were heightened and everything she felt seemed amplified.

			She heard raised voices coming from the living room. Kara immediately recognized the low timbre of Narobe’s voice. He had returned with news about the explosion. Without saying a word to Jim, Kara headed out of the room and practically ran to find out who had been on the shuttles.
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			“The two shuttles were from The Hope,” Narobe informed her as soon as Kara entered the room.

			From the look on his face, it was clear Kara knew people on one or more of the crafts. She sat and prepared herself for bad news. If she stood, she was afraid her legs would give out from underneath her.

			“Dellah was on the second shuttle,” Narobe said.

			Kara digested the information. “That sweet old woman,” she commented.

			Dellah had befriended her on the ship. She told Kara if not for the children from other worlds, she never would have held any of her grandchildren. Now, Dellah would never see them again.

			Although the Joffray had killed people aboard The Hope, Kara had not known any of them. Their actions now touched her life. She understood the anger of those adversely impacted. The Joffray were terrorists, plain and simple.

			“Was it the same people who bombed The Hope?” Kara asked. The idea of other bombers running free was a terrifying thought.

			“We are investigating the wreckages and will try to tie the bombings together,” Narobe said. “If we can associate the two acts, we will add them to the charges against the prisoners already in custody. They are still aboard The Hope. We wanted to get all the children and civilians off the ship before we transported the terrorists to the surface.”

			“I’m sorry for your loss, sweetheart,” Aimee said. “We will attend the memorial service for your friend. In the meantime, it is important to get into a routine—it will help you adjust.”

			Aimee had been through the process of assimilating into a new life on a new planet. She spoke from experience. Her children had spouses who had gone through the same orientation. Kara had to trust Aimee would steer her in the right direction.

			“What now?” Kara asked.

			“The Earth children will spend a week getting to know their new families in Debarkations Centers,” Aimee said. “Since you are already a citizen, you were brought directly to your new home. I think it’s important to immediately start school and meet other children. Narobe has responsibilities and will be gone most days. Although I would love to stay home with you, I would not be doing you any favors. It is time to start your new life.”

			Kara had found it hard enough starting high school with her lifelong friends at her side. Now, she would be entering school a week before the other Earth children. Having Dafnee at her side did not provide her any solace.

			“Can’t I do some independent studies and wait for the other children?” Kara asked. “Wouldn’t the schools have something special planned for a new group of students arriving?”

			“Kara, you are a trailblazer,” Narobe said. “I have never seen you back down from anything.”

			She wasn’t that girl any longer. Her support system was gone. Even that first day on the ship, she didn’t feel as isolated as she did now.

			“What about Matt?” Kara asked. “Will he be going to the same high school and starting tomorrow?”

			She was sure she’d feel differently about starting school if she knew Matt was starting, too. Even though they would be in different classes, just knowing Matt was there would help.

			Aimee looked at her husband in confusion. Whatever Narobe chose to share with his wife obviously didn’t include Matt and her relationship with him.

			“The Berendral and Ethaus families primarily live in Karshun,” Narobe began, “and, while there are sections housing Lorabo and Manstrom family members, their children attend different schools. Matt will be attending with his own kind.”

			His own kind. Those words replayed in her mind. Narobe had been tolerant of her relationship with Matt aboard ship, including having him over for dinner in Narobe’s quarters. Matt had warned her they probably would not be able to see each other once they reached the surface and they’d have to meet in secret. Kara didn’t want to believe that. It was pointless arguing with Narobe about Matt at this point.

			“I still want to wait and start school with the other Earth children,” Kara said, standing her ground. “You said I could help the children who had not reached Level Six. I’d like to start doing that tomorrow.”

			“Well, I suppose I can drop you off at the center,” Narobe conceded. “You will be forced to wear a mask again. The air will be adjusted to whichever level the group you will be working with breathes.”

			Kara had won this first battle. She wondered how many battles were ahead of her and how long her winning streak would last.

		


		
			
​Chapter 2

			If she thought Dafnee’s animosity toward her would diminish with a good night’s sleep, Kara was sadly mistaken. If anything, it increased. All Jim had to do was look in her direction and a scowl crossed her new rival’s face.

			Managing to reach the ripe old age of fifteen without a rival was something Kara prided herself on. Perhaps it was the fact she had been pretty much invisible until she was selected. She even had a birthday on the trip here without any fanfare.

			The woman who attempted to kill her onboard The Hope also didn’t count. The attack was a direct result of being given a necklace by a Joffray ship’s captain as a token of her bravery and was told to use it to secure safe passage should she run into another Joffray ship. The poor woman had lost her son in a Joffray terrorist attack.

			“I will drop you off at the Orientation Center and get you settled before I head to Space Command,” Narobe said. “There should be more information about the bombings.”

			He looked handsome in his charcoal suit and Berendral purple tie. The clothing’s color brought out the silver becoming more prominent in his light brown hair. His graying made his facial features softer. It had been some time since he had a haircut; his hair had become bushy.

			Aimee straightened his tie and kissed her husband goodbye. “Do not be late this evening,” she said. “The kids and their spouses are coming over to welcome you home and to meet Kara.”

			Narobe returned the kiss, but with more passion. The love he felt for his wife was reflected in his eyes. Kara wondered if the same was true of her expression when she looked at Matt. That may have been the reason for Jim’s growing discomfort about their relationship.

			“I will accompany you,” Jim said. “Kara and I were great partners. Working with the more challenging children may require a tag team philosophy.”

			Dafnee literally grunted at Jim’s announcement. Kara watched as the sullen girl bit her lower lip. Who knew what she was conniving. Since being passive didn’t make much of a difference in her relationship with Narobe’s daughter, maybe it was time to be more aggressive.

			“Jim, that’s a great idea,” Kara said. “I was dreading being left alone.”

			She hadn’t planned on being so honest. Her homesickness was palatable. Jim’s presence helped but only took the edge off her aching loneliness.

			“The shuttle is outside,” Narobe said. “I promise not to be a minute late.”

			Kara left with Narobe and Jim. A shuttle sat on the road in front of the house. Various crafts of different sizes flew overhead.

			“Why do you have roads if you fly everywhere?” Kara inquired. Even though there was open space, the crafts seemed to fly in distinct patterns just above the roads.

			“We did not always have the technology,” Narobe explained. “Property rights were originally partially defined by the roads they bordered. They also provide places to land without killing vegetation.”

			Narobe was always the one she went to on The Hope for answers to her questions. He treated her like an adult and she did her best to act like one. All of Earth’s selected children grew up fast after being pulled from the security of their families.

			As they approached, the craft’s side door slid open. Unlike the shuttles making trips to and from the spaceship, this one had limited, but elaborate, seating. Kara collapsed in an alien version of a chaise lounge.

			“We will be making one detour,” Narobe advised the pilot. “Head for the Orientation Center.”

			The luxuriousness of the craft and the presence of a dedicated pilot reflected Narobe’s lofty status within the Berendral family. Even so, he seemed to live modestly and always appeared humble.

			Like the previous shuttles, Kara was lulled to sleep by the purring motor. Pure exhaustion helped her get a good night’s sleep. Her prone position certainly didn’t help her stay awake.

			A gentle nudge woke her. “We are here,” Jim said. Last time, it was Matt who woke her.

			Kara realized she’d curled up while she napped. She stretched her arms and legs before standing. Fortunately, her jeans and the purple jersey weren’t wrinkled. 

			When they exited, they were in front of a huge building. Surely, this couldn’t be the Orientation Center. How many children did this facility hold?

			“Come on, sleepyhead,” Jim said, “there is a lot to do. Narobe requested we work with the Level Five children. They will be able to leave the facility once their lungs are properly conditioned. We only need to help prepare them for integration into Zaratanian society.”

			Kara wasn’t sure what she could do to help them. She had only been on the planet for less than a day. Kara was hoping to elevate the lower level children. On the spacecraft, Earth’s children went through a variety of challenges and had their lungs conditioned. With each level they achieved, they breathed a stronger percentage of Zaratan’s air, which contained an element not present on Earth— sarian. The gas constituted less than one percent of the nitrogen/oxygen enriched Zaratan atmosphere, but it was enough to poison an Earthling immediately if not exposed to an increasing greater concentration over time.

			They entered a heavily guarded lobby. Kara wasn’t sure if they were keeping people out or forcing the children to stay. Not being able to breathe the air should be a big enough incentive to keep the kids within the center.

			There was a small crowd ahead of them. Jim and Kara remained near the entrance while Narobe talked to one of the officials. She could feel Jim stiffen beside her and glanced in the direction his eyes surveyed.

			Her knees buckled and her pulse accelerated. Matt Sparks was standing on the other side of the room.
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			Kara might as well have been sleepwalking as her dazed mind didn’t realize she was walking toward Matt. She had just seen him yesterday but it seemed like an eternity since they had been together.

			Matt’s expression changed as soon as he spotted her. His bland features brightened as he smiled in her direction. This was the blond haired, blue eyed, JV quarterback who caused her pulse to quicken. Even though his blond hair now sported a light purple tinge. He was dressed like her, but he had a Lorabo family violet shirt on.

			“Hi,” Kara managed to say. Something was lodged in her throat. She almost croaked out the word.

			She fought the urge to hug him, especially with Jim beside her. He was more than a boy from home. He was the unattainable one she had a crush on most of her life. His interest in her was sparked when they were three of the children selected from their high school. He was her protector, friend, teammate, and an odd sort of boyfriend.

			Jim was the first boy to ever kiss her, Matt was the second. Her feelings for them were both confusing and troubling. There was a rivalry between the two of them, almost from the start.

			“Jim,” Narobe shouted, drawing him away from her. He gave her a concerned look before he went to see what Narobe wanted.

			“What are you doing here?” Matt asked with a blazing smile. “It’s good to see you. I’ve been racking my brain trying to figure out how we could see each other.”

			Kara couldn’t help but beam. Before they were separated, Matt had promised he’d find a way for them to be together. The continuing feud between the Berendral and Lorabo families made any visible relationship between them almost impossible.

			“I asked to help out here before I started school,” Kara informed him. “Everyone else is either in one of these facilities or at a Debarkation Center meeting their new families. There was no way I was going to be the only new arrival to start school today.”

			“A new arrival who already achieved citizenship,” Matt pointed out. The two of them were among the four children who were elevated before they reached Zaratan.

			“Something tells me our new classmates won’t be impressed with that,” Kara said. If Dafnee was any indication, high school was going to be a bumpy road.

			Matt reached into his pocket and pulled out an object and placed it in her palm, tucking her fingers securely around it. “Hide this,” he whispered. “The earbud will allow us to communicate privately.”

			Kara casually placed her hand in her jean’s pocket and dropped the bud before removing her hand. She didn’t want to draw attention to herself by looking at what Matt gave her.

			“Where did you get it?” Kara asked

			“My guardian is a Lorabo spy,” Matt answered. “He’s officially a diplomat, but he’s looking for opportunities to reduce Berendral influence in Karshun. I grabbed a set while he wasn’t looking. If they are missed, I doubt they’ll even look in my direction. There are people always coming and going from the embassy.”

			“How do they work?” Kara asked.

			“I don’t know,” Matt admitted. “We’ll figure it out. Jim and Narobe are heading in our direction.”

			Their short interlude was over. Kara plastered a genuine smile on her face. She didn’t want to alert either Narobe or Jim that anything secretive had taken place.

			“Are we set?” Kara asked. “Can Matt tag along? It would be like old times.”

			“I do not believe that would be wise, particularly here,” Narobe said. “We will have Matt over for dinner if his guardian approves, just as I promised.”

			“They have assembled twenty Level Five Berendral children from Earth for us to meet,” Jim said. “I imagine they have done the same with Lorabo children for Matt to help. These facilities house descendants from all the families.”

			“Even Joffray kids?” Kara asked.

			“No,” Narobe answered. “Family members from the four other families would sooner support a child with minimal DNA traces than a child with dominant Joffray DNA.”

			Even before The Hope entered Earth’s atmosphere, Kara had already been selected. The Zaratanians accessed Earth’s medical databases to find their ancestors’ descendants. Narobe had paid a pretty penny for Kara, although the money belonged to her. Theoretically, Kara was a very wealthy girl.

			“How often do ships arrive and how long is an average stay for a child?” Kara asked. “This facility is huge.”

			“I am running late,” Narobe informed her. “Jim will let you know when we are to meet to return home. Have a good day, dear.”

			Narobe left without answering her question. She didn’t know if he truly didn’t have time to answer her questions about the facility or he didn’t want to. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. Something wasn’t right here.
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			An armed representative was assigned to accompany Kara and Jim. A guard would have been a better description of the man who walked ahead of them down a long corridor. She had never been to a prison, but she imagined it would be like this place. 

			“The first floor contains various storage units and the facility’s kitchen,” the guard informed them. “Level Five children are on the second floor. Since it is such a short distance, we will take the stairs.”

			The guard swiped his badge and was granted access to the stairwell. They walked up one flight and he swiped the badge again to exit. Rather than entering the common floor, they entered an anteroom. Masks were available on the table and Kara grabbed one. She made sure it was set for Level Five.

			“Will we be able to leave without a badge?” Kara asked.

			“No,” the guard answered. “I am to accompany you at all times. With the recent Joffray attacks, we have heightened security.”

			Kara doubted that was the case, but didn’t respond to the guard. She wanted to come here through next week and didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize her ability to return. Without another word, Kara placed her mask over her mouth and nose. 

			They entered the general population area and saw numerous children milling around. Unlike the three of them, the children weren’t wearing masks. She couldn’t tell if they were from Earth or another planet. With the universal translator placed at the base of her brainstem the first day on The Hope, she would no longer be able to distinguish where they were from by the languages they spoke. All the children she had spotted were wearing Berendral dark purple. Kara imagined the floor was also segmented by family.

			“This way,” the guard said and walked away. There were no additional locked areas they had to traverse. 

			Finally, they reached the room where the twenty children were assembled. Kara recognized a couple of the faces but didn’t know their names. All conversation ceased upon their entrance. She noted a few of the kids looked relieved to see her. They probably had only the guards for company and were happy to see someone else their own age.

			“Hi,” Kara said. It was a lame start, but she hadn’t thought beyond having the opportunity to meet with the children from Earth who had not yet been adopted. “I’m Kara and I’m from Chicago.”

			A number of the children volunteered where they were from. The kids spanned all of Earth’s continents. She could have easily been in this group or one of the children on a different floor within the facility had she initially been assigned to another team.

			“You only have one more level to make it through and then you will be able to breathe the air without wearing masks and can leave this place,” Kara said. 

			“What does the planet look like?” a boy about her age asked. “We were in a shuttle that didn’t have windows and there are none on this floor. They led us in like cattle.”

			Kara looked to Jim for help. She was not sure what to say to the boy. Why did she ask to do something for which she was so ill prepared?

			“Do you all have your own quarters, like on the ship?” Jim asked. “We will see what we can do to allow you to see the planet. It is your new home. I do not understand why you cannot see what is around you. When I arrived, I was brought here, but we had plenty of windows to observe our new world. I guess with the terrorist attacks all that changed—windows would not be safe right now.”

			It became obvious the children hadn’t been told about the two destroyed shuttles when the room exploded with questions. Based on where they were on the ship, they may also have been unaware of the explosion during her citizenship celebration before any shuttles even left the ship. 

			Kara asked the guard for paper and something to write with. He talked into his communication device and it wasn’t long before she was given a tablet and stylus. She was relieved to see a standard keyboard and took notes of all the questions and concerns the children had. Someone needed to provide answers and reduce their anxiety. Suddenly, she didn’t feel so helpless. If the people running the facility didn’t help, Narobe would. These were the future children of Berendral households and shouldn’t be treated this way.

			Kara pushed her innate timidity aside. She had a mission, which made her courageous. First, she stepped up to support the other teens she’d been teamed with when first selected. Now, it was up to her to ensure these children were properly treated. Honoring this responsibility took her mind off her own insecurities and kept her focused on her peers.

			Before she knew it, Jim stated they had to leave and meet Narobe. She said goodbye to her new friends and the two made their way out of the facility. They exited using the same stairwell they had used earlier. Kara was happy to take the mask from her face.

			While waiting for Narobe’s shuttle, Kara surveyed the large structure. Something about it was wrong, but she just couldn’t figure out what. Her quandary was soon forgotten when she realized Daffnee was not the only of Narobe’s children who may not be very welcoming. The sullen girl would be difficult to befriend and Kara hoped the rest of them would like and accept her. The knot in her stomach kept getting bigger.
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			“But you promised,” Dafnee bellowed. “Before you left for Earth, you said you would take me to the Founders’ Dance.”

			It was fortunate that the rest of Dafnee’s siblings were as annoyed with their sister as she was. Poor Jim was the target of Dafnee’s latest tantrum. Aimee glared at her daughter, but it did little to calm the petulant girl.

			Meeting the rest of Narobe’s family had been a delight. They were as welcoming as their parents. Their spouses, also from different worlds, pledged their support and encouraged Kara to contact them whenever she needed someone to talk to.

			Dafnee had been quiet during dinner. Silently sulking until Sanford’s wife, Janella, brought up the subject of the dance. Kara gathered it was the biggest event in the Berendral’s family gatherings. It celebrated the original settlement of what was now Karshun.

			“I was planning to take Kara since she is new to the city,” Jim said, his defenses up. “There must be a horde of boys who want you as their date.”

			Whether she wanted to admit it to herself or not, Dafnee was a beautiful girl. Under any other circumstance, any red-blooded boy would choose her rival over Kara. She didn’t know if Dafnee had feelings for Jim or the fact he was not fawning over her made him more attractive to her.

			“You are a liar, Yarno,” Dafnee cried.

			The use of Jim’s former name just emphasized how incensed Dafnee was. There was not going to be a minute’s peace in the house as long as Jim was taking Kara to the dance. He had not bothered to even ask her.

			“A promise is a promise, Jim,” Kara said. “Go ahead and take Dafnee. I don’t think I want to go. There is so much to get used to and being in a crowded room full of strangers is not something I am looking forward to.”

			“Do not be silly, Kara,” Aimee said, “of course, you are going. It is an excellent opportunity to meet many of the thirty boys that have been selected for you as possible mates.”

			“Thirty?” Kara was stunned. Did that number include Jim? Regardless, it was a ridiculous amount.

			“We’ll have fun narrowing the boys down to the one who’ll escort you to the dance,” Janella commented. “Maybe we could have a small party here, so Kara can meet some of the boys. I remember how flattered I was when I was presented with my possible mates. As soon as I saw Sanford, I knew I did not have to look any further.”

			“That is a wonderful idea, Janella,” Aimee said. “We can plan it together. I miss spending time with you. You can bring the baby over while we plan the event.”

			Kara sat mute, looking back and forth from Aimee to Janella while they discussed party plans. She was already so confused; the last thing Kara wanted were more boys fighting for her attention. What were the chances of finding a boy who could outshine Matt or Jim?

			She glanced over at Jim. He was looking at her, clearly upset. She hoped he understood her offer was merely to placate Dafnee and not a rejection of his company. Kara collected some of the empty glasses and walked to the kitchen, hoping Jim would follow.

			“Why did you do it?” Jim asked as she placed the glasses on the counter. 

			“It’s only a dance, Jim,” Kara replied. “Neither of us will get any rest in this house with Dafnee storming about.” She looked at him, her head cocked to one side, and curiousity got the best of her. “Is she on your list of possible mates?” 

			The words were out of her mouth before she could stop them. Kara wondered why Narobe kept Jim by her side for the six months it took to arrive on Zaratan if he really thought his daughter might be a suitable mate.

			“And if she is? Would it change anything by foisting me off on her?” Jim inquired.

			Kara needed an aspirin, her head began to ache. She rubbed her temple, trying to organize words to sound somewhat coherent. On Earth, no one wanted her and now she had a list of thirty possible mates. It was all too much.

			“Look, I’m not rejected you, Jim. Okay, maybe I used you as a shield against Dafnee,” Kara admitted. “If we can find Marco or Brent, maybe one of them can take me to the dance.”

			Marco had been part of her team aboard The Hope, while she and Brent had attended the same high school. Both boys were from Earth and she considered them brothers. Besides, neither of them were on her list of prospective husbands.

			“I will talk to Narobe and see if that is possible,” Jim said. “To answer your question—no, Dafnee is not on my list. Regardless, she has decided we are going to be together. Narobe hoped including me on the trip to Earth would divert his daughter’s attention to another boy. Obviously, that did not happen.”

			“If we are lucky, she’ll like one of the boys who Aimee and Janella are trying to introduce me to.” Kara’s shoulders slumped and she sighed. “It’s been a long day. Will you please tell everyone I’ve gone to bed?”

			Jim took her in his arms and kissed her forehead. She felt safe and cherished in his embrace. Kara just wished she reacted physically to him the way she did with Matt. It would’ve made everyone’s life easier.

			Kara walked down the hall and entered her bedroom. She didn’t bother turning on the light, just collapsed on the bed. Something dug into her thigh. It was then she remembered the earbud Matt had given her. Reaching over, Kara turned on the light to examine the small device.

			There was no visible means to turn it on or off. She placed it in her ear and then tapped it. Brief static came from the bud. 

			“Matt?” she asked. 

			She placed her head on one of the pillows and waited for him to respond. Kara was afraid to touch the bud again, concerned she’d turn it off. Not understanding the technology, she wasn’t sure if she’d hear only Matt or if she’d also be able to hear what went on around him when the bud was working.

			“Kara,” Matt said, “I’ve been trying to reach you all afternoon.”

			“I forgot I had the bud,” Kara admitted. “We got so busy with the Level Five kids and then there was a family dinner at Narobe’s.”

			“Was Jim there?” Matt asked. 

			“He is living with us for the time being,” Kara said. There was no sense in lying to Matt. She knew he was jealous of Jim and his close proximity, but that couldn’t be helped.

			“Are you going to the Orientation Center tomorrow?” Matt inquired.

			“Yes,” Kara responded. “I will be working there until the Earth children are ready to start school.”

			“Excuse yourself to go to the bathroom and we’ll meet up,” Matt directed. “Make sure to wear the bud. And wear your hair so it will be easy to hide. I want to explore the facility. Something isn’t right about the place.”

			“I got the same feeling,” Kara agreed, “but we aren’t going to get very far without an access badge.”

			“Leave that to me,” Matt said. “Get a good night’s sleep and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			Kara took the bud out of her ear. She needed to find a good hiding place for the device when she wasn’t wearing it. She got out of bed and went to the drawer where she had placed the box containing the blue stone necklace the Joffray captain had given her. It seemed the best place to put the bud when she wasn’t wearing it.

			Tomorrow, they would figure out what else was housed in the Orientation Center. She wondered if Narobe knew. Kara had hoped Zaratan was everything they had been promised when they first boarded The Hope. She had a feeling they were going to find out they were lied to yet again.
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