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Note about telepathy

In this story, Resh and her crew, several of the adults and all of the cats, are telepathic. Telepathic speech is shown by single ‘quote’ marks, and verbal speech is shown by double “quote” marks, to differentiate between them.
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The market stank of overripe fruit and had an aura of quiet desperation, which meant it was a good day for thieving. Resh kept her head down and her shoulders hunched, playing the part of a scrawny street boy checking vendor stalls for day-old scraps. The breast binder helped with the illusion, though mostly she wore it because being a girl on these streets was like painting a target on your back.

‘Fruit vendor, three stalls down. Tired. Not watching his display.’

The thought drifted through her mind from somewhere nearby—she guessed it was probably Mika, the oldest of their little crew, though Resh could never quite pin down exactly where or who the voices came from. None of the other littles in her crew could either. Resh had always assumed that most people heard thoughts like this, random fragments floating through crowded spaces. You learned to sort the useful ones from the noise.

She ambled past the tired vendor, her fingers brushing against her carving knife tucked in her belt. Not for violence—she’d never needed that, thank the stars—but for the wood scraps she collected. Carving kept her hands busy when the voices got too loud, and sometimes she could trade a decent figure for food.

“Resh.” Tork materialized at her elbow, ten years old and already a master of appearing from nowhere. “Mika says meet at the den. Now.”

Her stomach dropped. Midday meetings meant trouble.

“The littles?”

“Safe. Sooli’s got them.” Tork’s eyes darted around the market. “But Mika’s got that look.”

Resh knew the look. She’d seen it three times before, and each time someone from their crew had vanished. After being beaten into silence, you learned not to ask questions about situations like that.

She followed Tork through the market’s back alleys, automatically cataloging the safe routes and dead ends. Spatial awareness, Mika called it—Resh always knew exactly where she was, how many turns back to safety, which walls she could climb. It had kept her alive for eight years.

The “den” was a gutted storage unit behind a defunct shipping facility, just big enough for seven kids to sleep huddled together for warmth. Mika was waiting, along with two men Resh didn’t recognize.

‘Danger,’ her mind supplied helpfully. ‘Run.’

But the littles were back at their daytime spot, and Sooli was only nine. If Resh ran now...

“There she is.” Mika’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. She was maybe seventeen, head-blind as a rock, unable to hear anyone around her, which was odd. Even the smallest little could hear. Mika had kept their crew fed for the past year through a combination of charm and ruthlessness. “Resh, these gentlemen are offering good money for a pretty thing who can work a crowd and please people.”

The larger man looked Resh up and down. “You said she was a girl.”

“She is.” Mika’s hand shot out, yanking Resh’s cap off before she could dodge. Her hair tumbled free, too long despite her attempts to keep it hacked short. “Just likes to play pretend.”

‘No no no no—’

“How old?” the second man asked.

“Twelve, thirteen? She bleeds. That’s old enough.” Mika’s grip tightened on Resh’s shoulder. “And here’s the good thing—she’s got a gift. People like her. She could charm credits out of a station master.”

That was true enough. Resh had talked them out of trouble more times than she could count, her smile and quick words smoothing over Tork’s thefts and the littles’ accidents. But this...

“I don’t—” Resh started.

“She reads people,” Mika continued, ignoring her. “Always knows what they want to hear. Natural talent.”

The men exchanged glances. The larger one pulled out a credit chip.

Resh’s mind went white with panic. Not thoughts exactly, more like a wordless scream of ‘NO’ that seemed to fill her entire skull. She had to get back to the littles. Had to protect them. Had to—

Two sectors over, Lamma’s head snapped up from the fabric stall she’d been browsing.

‘—help someone HELP please no don’t let them take me no who will look after them not the littles alone again please—’

“You hear that?” she muttered to Nesto, who’d gone still beside her.

“Broadcaster,” he said quietly. “Young one. Terrified.” He was already moving, his longer legs eating up the distance as he triangulated the source. “That way.”

Lamma followed, her medical training kicking in even as her telepathic senses reached out, trying to catch the thread of that panicked mind. Strong signal for someone untrained. Probably didn’t even know she was screaming loud enough for every telepath in the sector to hear.

‘We’re coming,’ she sent, hoping the girl could receive. ‘Hold on.’

Resh felt the response like a cool hand on her forehead. Someone had ‘heard’ her? That wasn’t possible. The voices in her head were just... everyone had them, right? Random noise from crowded spaces?

“—thousand credits,” the larger man was saying.

“Fifteen hundred,” Mika countered. “She’s worth it.”

‘Still coming. Where are you?’

The voice was clearer now, female, calm. Resh latched onto it like a lifeline.

‘Behind defunct shipping facility, storage unit forty-seven. Two men buying me. Mika selling. Six littles at market daytime spot, section nine, near the fountain. Please.’

She didn’t know if she was doing it right, didn’t know if this voice was real or her imagination finally cracking under pressure. But she poured every scrap of information she could think of into the thought, including a desperate image of Sooli’s face, of all six littles who needed someone to come back for them.

“Deal,” the larger man said. He handed the credit chip to Mika.

Mika pocketed it without hesitation. “Pleasure doing business.”

The men moved toward Resh. She was calculating her chances—small window high up, maybe squeeze through, drop to the alley, run—when the storage unit door slammed open.

Two people burst in, a woman with kind eyes and a tall man who looked ready for violence.

“Station security,” the woman said calmly. “Hands where I can see them.”

It was a complete lie. They weren’t wearing uniforms, weren’t carrying official weapons. But they ‘sounded’ official, and Mika and the two men were already backing up.

‘We’re not actually station security,’ the woman’s voice said in Resh’s head. ‘But they don’t know that. Can you run?’

‘Six littles. Market. Section nine.’

‘Nesto?’

The man—Nesto—nodded fractionally. “I’ll get the rest of them.”

“The hell you will,” Mika snarled, finally finding her courage. “That’s my crew—”

“Your crew?” Lamma’s voice could have cut steel. “You just sold one of them.”

Mika lunged. The larger buyer grabbed for Resh. Everything dissolved into chaos.

Resh ducked under grasping hands, her spatial awareness screaming warnings. Three steps to the door, two people in the way, window too high—there. She dropped and rolled, came up next to Lamma, who’d somehow produced a stunner from absolutely nowhere.

“Stay behind me,” Lamma said aloud, while mentally adding: ‘You’re safe now. I promise.’

Resh didn’t believe in promises. But she believed in the stunner, and in the way Nesto had already disappeared toward the market, moving with purpose.

Lamma fired twice. The buyers went down hard. Mika stood frozen, probably calculating whether revenge was worth it.

“Go,” Lamma said quietly. “Before I change my mind about calling actual station security.”

Mika ran.

Lamma turned to Resh, her expression softening. “You hurt?”

Resh shook her head. Then: “The littles. I have to—”

“My partner’s getting them right now. He heard everything you sent.” Lamma holstered the stunner. “You’re a broadcaster, sweetheart. A strong one, which is quite rare. And you can receive too, which is also rarer than you’d think.”

“I don’t... everyone hears thoughts. Don’t they? We all do. Except Mika.”

Lamma’s smile was gentle. “Most people hear nothing at all, like Mika. She was the girl selling you?”

At Resh’s nod, Lamma continued, “You’ve been navigating this world with a gift you didn’t know you had.”

The storage unit felt too small suddenly. Too many revelations. Too much change. Resh’s hands found her carving knife, fingers running over the worn handle.

‘Breathe,’ Lamma sent. ‘You’re safe. I promise we’re getting all of them.’

“I don’t know you.” The words came out harsh. “Why should I trust you?”

“You shouldn’t.” Lamma’s honesty was surprising. “I’m a stranger who just stunned two people in front of you. But you called for help, and we answered. That’s worth something, isn’t it?”

‘Market sector nine,’ Nesto’s voice echoed in Resh’s head, and she nearly jumped. ‘I’ve got eyes on six kids. Girl about nine protecting five smaller ones near a fountain. Is that them?’

‘Yes!’ Resh didn’t mean to shout it mentally, but Lamma just smiled.

‘Coming to you. Might take a few mins to convince them I’m friendly.’

Resh sent him an image of herself, as clear as she could make it. ‘Show them this. Tell them Resh sent you.’

‘Smart kid.’

“He’ll get them,” Lamma said aloud. “But we need to move. Those two won’t stay down forever, and Mika might come back with friends.”

Resh hesitated. Every instinct screamed not to trust strangers, not to follow them anywhere. But Mika had just sold her. The den wasn’t safe anymore. And these people—these ‘telepaths’—had come running when she screamed.

“Where?” she managed.

“Somewhere safe. I promise.”

“You keep saying that.” Resh forced herself to meet Lamma’s eyes. “I don’t think it means what you think it means.”

Lamma’s laugh was surprised and genuine. “Fair enough. How about this: somewhere with food, clean water, and doors that lock from the inside. Better?”

Doors that locked. From the inside. That would be something.

“The littles too?”

“All of you.” Lamma held out her hand. “I’m a seeker for a family trading ship called Suerte. We stop at stations and planets to sell goods and find new crew. Sometimes we find people who need a fresh start.”

“And you just... take in street kids?” Resh didn’t take the offered hand. “Out of the goodness of your hearts?”

“We take in people who want to work and learn. Everyone contributes. Everyone has value.” Lamma’s expression turned serious. “I won’t lie to you, Resh. We’re not running a charity. You’d be expected to learn, then earn your keep once you are able to, same as everyone else on the ship. But you’d be fed, safe, and given opportunities to find out what you’re good at.”

“What’s the catch?”

“The catch is you have to trust us long enough to see if it works out. And trust is in short supply on streets like these, isn’t it?”

Before Resh could answer, Nesto’s voice filled her head again: ‘Got them. All six. One of them tried to stab me with a fork, so I’m taking that as a good sign. Where’s the meet point?’

‘Back at the flitter. It’s going to be a squish,’ Lamma sent back.

‘Hurry. The kids need reassurance. Just get there.’

Lamma looked at Resh. “My flitter’s at docking bay twelve. Nesto’s bringing your littles there. You can come with me, or you can run. Your choice.”

It wasn’t much of a choice. Not really. They had the littles. But Lamma was pretending it was, which was more than most adults had ever given her.

“If you’re lying,” Resh said slowly, “if this is some kind of trap, I will find a way to hurt you. Badly. I might not look like much, but I’m creative.”

“Noted.” Lamma’s smile was approving. “Now come on. We don’t have much time.”

They moved through the back alleys, Lamma somehow knowing exactly where to step to avoid attention. She walked like someone who’d done this before, who knew how to slip through a station’s underbelly without raising alarms.

‘You do this a lot?’ Resh asked, testing her newfound telepathy. ‘Rescue kids?’

‘When we find ones who need it. When we hear mental screaming that could wake the dead.’ Lamma’s mental voice was wry. ‘You’ve got a powerful gift, Resh. Untrained, unshielded, but very powerful. Every telepath in the sector and probably beyond would have heard you.’

‘I didn’t know I was doing it.’

‘Most broadcasters don’t, at first. Don’t worry—we’ll teach you to shield. It’s the first thing every telepath learns.’

They reached docking bay twelve just as Nesto appeared from another corridor, seven kids trailing behind him like suspicious ducklings. Sooli saw Resh first and broke into a run, the other five littles following.

“Resh!” Sooli crashed into her, nearly knocking her over. “He said you sent him, but I didn’t believe—are you okay? What happened? Mika said—”

“Mika’s gone.” Resh wrapped her arms around Sooli, then the others as they piled on. Tork hung back, wary, but even he looked relieved. “These people... they helped.”

“Why?” Tork demanded, eyeing Nesto suspiciously. “What do they want?”

“To offer you a job,” Nesto said simply. “All of you. If you’re interested.”

“We’re kids,” Tork said. “What kind of job—”

“The learning kind. The apprentice kind.” Nesto gestured to the flitter behind him, a small atmospheric craft that would be cramped with nine people. “Look, I’m not going to sugarcoat this. You’re street kids. You’ve survived things most people can’t imagine. That takes skills. Our ship values those skills, but we also want to teach you new ones. In exchange, you get fed, housed, and safe. It’s not charity. It’s work. But it’s work with a good future attached.”

Nine-year-old Rikosh tugged on Resh’s sleeve. “Are we going with them?”

All six littles looked at her. They always looked at her when decisions needed making and Mika wasn’t there. Resh, who’d kept them fed and mostly safe for years. Resh, who’d chased off older kids and talked their way out of trouble. Resh, who’d taken a beating once to protect Sooli from grabby hands.

She looked at Lamma, then at Nesto. Read their faces, their body language, the way they stood between the kids and the rest of the station. Protective. Patient. Not pushing.

‘Can you really keep us safe?’ she sent to Lamma.

‘We can try. No guarantees in this life, sweetheart. But we’ve been doing this a long time. We have a very large family ship. One that has some people who were once exactly where you are now.’

‘And if it doesn’t work out?’

‘We stop at stations regularly and visit planets like this one. If you decide it’s not for you, we won’t keep you prisoner. Though I think you might be surprised. Might even like what we have to offer.’

Resh looked down at the littles. At Sooli’s hopeful face and Tork’s suspicion. At the five-year-old twins, Sata and Molen, clutching each other’s hand. At Rikosh, nine, and seven-year-old Blianne, both trying to look brave.

“We stay together,” she said firmly. “All seven of us. That’s not negotiable.”

“Wouldn’t dream of separating you,” Lamma said.

“And if I don’t like it, if anything feels wrong, we can leave.”

“Your choice. Always.”

It was probably a lie. Adults lied. Everyone lied. But Mika had just sold her for fifteen hundred credits, and these strangers had come running when she screamed for help.

“Fine.” Resh straightened her shoulders. “We’ll try.”

“That’s all we ask.” Nesto moved to the flitter, opening the hatch. “Fair warning: this is going to be tight. We weren’t expecting seven of you.”

That turned out to be an understatement. The flitter’s passenger compartment was designed for maybe four people comfortably. Seven kids and two adults turned it into an exercise in human flexibility.

“Sooli, if you put your elbow in my ribs one more time—” Tork grumbled.

“Then stop breathing so much!” Sooli shot back.

“I can’t stop breathing!”

“Kids,” Nesto said mildly from the pilot’s seat, “we’re going to be in here for about twenty mins. Try not to suffocate each other before we dock.”

Resh had entered first, to show the littles it was safe. She found herself wedged in the back seat between Lamma and the wall of the ship, with Sata somehow balanced on her lap and Molen leaning heavily against her shoulder. It should have felt claustrophobic. Instead, it felt... safe. All of them together. All of them accounted for. Mika’s instability no longer a dangerous part of the equation.

The flitter lifted smoothly, and through the small viewport Resh caught a glimpse of the planet falling away. The market where she’d spent eight years surviving. The alleys she knew by heart. The den that had never really been home.

‘Goodbye, old home,’ she thought, not sure who she was saying it to.

‘Hello, new home,’ Lamma sent back gently. ‘Welcome to the next part of your life.’

The flitter banked, heading up toward the station’s rings where the big ships docked. Resh closed her eyes and let herself feel, just for a moment, the weight of six small bodies pressed against her. Still alive. Still together.

Whatever came next, they’d face it as a crew. Even if that crew was currently squashed into a flitter like fruit in an overstuffed backpack, with Tork complaining about someone’s foot in his face and Sooli humming nervously and the littlest ones starting to fall asleep against her shoulders.

‘You doing okay?’ Lamma’s voice in her head, quiet and careful.

‘Ask me after we land,’ Resh sent back.

‘Fair enough.’

Through the viewport, a massive ship came into view, docked at one of the station rings. It was bigger than anything Resh had seen, ever, with huge letters painted along the hull that could probably be read from halfway to the planet.

“That’s the Suerte. Our home,” Nesto said, following her gaze. “Or it could be, anyway. If you give it a chance.”

Resh didn’t answer. She was too busy calculating exit routes and making mental maps of what she could see of the ship’s exterior. Old habits.

The flitter approached a docking port, the kind that led directly into the ship without going through station security. Clever. Probably illegal, but clever.

‘Station security doesn’t know about us kids,’ she realized. ‘No records. No questions asked.’

‘Exactly,’ Lamma confirmed. ‘Clean slate. Fresh start. We’re good at those.’

The docking clamps engaged with a soft thunk and the port closed. Nesto powered down the engines as a tube came out from the wall and fixed to the door. It was strange.

“Alright, sardines,” he said cheerfully. “Let’s see if we can extract you without losing any limbs.”

It took several mins of careful weightless maneuvering to get everyone out of the flitter and through the tube and airlock into gravity and plentiful air, without anyone getting kicked in the face. Resh was the last to emerge, blinking in the bright lights of the docking bay.

The space was huge, with multiple flitters and shuttles secured in berths. People moved around with purpose, some doing maintenance, others checking cargo. No one looked twice at seven scruffy street kids following two adults.

‘They’re used to this,’ Resh realized. ‘Used to new people arriving.’

“This way.” Lamma led them through a series of corridors, each cleaner and better-maintained than anything Resh had seen in years. The ship thrummed around them, a deep vibration she could feel in her bones.

‘Alive,’ something in her head whispered. Not her thought. Someone else’s. Multiple someone elses, actually, a chorus of minds that felt... different. Not quite the usual. Definitely different.

‘Cats,’ Lamma sent, amused. ‘We’ve got a family of them on the ship. They’re all telepathic. Probably already know you’re here.’

“Cats?” Sooli perked up immediately. “Real cats?”

“Very real. Very telepathic. Very convinced they run the ship.”

‘We do,’ a new voice purred in Resh’s head, distinctly feline and smug.

Resh stopped walking. “The cats can ‘talk’?”

“Welcome to the Suerte,” Lamma said with a grin. “Where cats can talk in our heads. Actually, cats taught humans telepathy a few thousand years ago and have never let us forget it.”

This was going to be interesting.

Or terrifying.

Possibly both.

Despite everything—the exhaustion, the fear, the uncertainty—Resh felt her lips twitch into something almost like a smile.

Tork's voice cut through her thoughts. 'Talking cats. Great. What's next, dancing furniture?'
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Lamma led them deeper into the ship, through corridors that seemed to go on forever. Resh kept mental count of every turn, every junction, every potential exit. The littles clustered close, Sooli holding Blianne’s hand, Rikosh practically glued to Resh’s side.

“How big is this thing?” Tork asked, craning his neck to look at the ceiling panels.

“Big enough that you’ll probably get lost at least twice before you figure out the layout,” Lamma said cheerfully. “Everyone does. The ship’s AI can help if you get turned around.”

“AI?” Rikosh perked up, his analytical mind clearly already whirring.

“Ship-wide artificial intelligence. You can access it from anywhere, ask it questions, get directions. Unlike the cats, it isn’t telepathic. You’ll have to ask aloud. Very helpful for new arrivals.” Lamma stopped at a door marked with symbols Resh couldn’t read. “Here we are. Your family unit.”

The door slid open with a soft hiss, revealing a space that made Resh’s breath catch.

It wasn’t huge—probably designed for a small family—but compared to the gutted storage unit they’d been sleeping in, it was a palace. There was a common area with some things she guessed were furniture, a kitchenette along one wall, and through an open doorway, she could see bunk beds.

“Hot water in both bathrooms,” Lamma said, pointing to two doors. “Clean clothes in the storage units over in that corner, though we’ll need to get you properly fitted tomorrow. Plenty of fresh and long-term food in the kitchenette, and the communal mess hall has plenty of fresh food too, with hot food every meal—which tastes much better. It’s just three corridors over. I’ll show you in the morning, if nobody else does. Door locks from the inside.” She demonstrated the control panel. “Only four people have override access, and that’s only for emergencies: Captain Veia, Second-in-Command Harolli, me, and one more person you’ll choose when you’re ready.”

Resh stared at the lock controls. “We can really lock it? Ourselves?”

“Anytime you want. Your space, your rules.” Lamma’s smile was gentle. “I know it’s a lot to take in. Why don’t you all get cleaned up, eat something, and rest? I’ll come by in the morning to show you around properly.”

The moment Lamma left, Sata burst into tears.

“Hey, hey.” Resh crouched down, pulling the five-year-old close. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s too nice,” Sata sobbed. “We’re going to have to pay for it. What if we can’t? What if—”

“We’ll figure it out,” Resh said, even as her own stomach churned with the same fear. Because Sata was right. Nothing this nice came free.

Sooli had already found one of the bathrooms and let out a squeal that made everyone jump. “There’s a SHOWER! A real one! With hot water!”

Tork was investigating the other bathroom. “This one has a shower too!”

“TWO showers?” Blianne’s eyes went wide. “Two whole showers? Just for us?”

“Does it really work?” Rikosh asked, reaching for the controls in the first bathroom.

“Only one way to find out,” Sooli said, and turned it on.

Water sprayed everywhere. The littles shrieked with laughter, scrambling back as hot water—actual hot water, not the tepid trickle from station public facilities—cascaded down. There was even soap.

“There’s a bottle with a picture of a woman with her hands in her hair!” called Sooli. “I’m trying it! Ooh it’s foamy!” Everyone laughed.

“I’m going into the other shower!” Tork announced, disappearing into the second bathroom. A moment later they heard more squealing as that shower came to life too.

The littles looked at each other, then split into two groups without discussion. Sooli took the younger ones to one bathroom while Rikosh and Blianne waited for Tork to finish. It was wonderfully hot and nobody wanted to get out. Sooli had three turns.

A stan later, all seven of them were scrubbed pink and wearing clean clothes that were way too big. The ship didn’t have much in kid sizes, apparently, so they’d raided the general storage and made do. Resh had found pants she had to roll up six times and a shirt that hung to her knees. Tork looked like he was drowning in fabric. The littles were practically swimming in their oversized outfits.

“We look ridiculous,” Tork announced, studying his reflection in the bathroom mirror.

“We look clean,” Sooli corrected, beaming. “When’s the last time we were all clean at the same time?”

Nobody could remember.

Resh’s hair had turned out to be several shades lighter than she’d thought, with years of street grime finally washed away. She ran her fingers through it, marveling at how soft it felt.

‘You’re broadcasting happiness,’ a voice purred in her head. Not Lamma’s voice. Something else. ‘The little ones too. It’s quite lovely.’

Resh froze. ‘Who—’

‘Ship’s cat. Well, one of them. We heard you arrive. New humans always broadcast so loudly at first.’

Resh cracked the door to the corridor and spotted a sleek gray cat sitting primly, tail wrapped around its paws. It blinked slowly at her.

“There’s a cat,” she said aloud.

Six heads swiveled toward the door.

“WHERE?” Sooli practically flew across the room.

The gray cat stood, stretched languidly, and sauntered into the family unit like it owned the place. Which, based on its attitude, it probably thought it did.

‘I am Geneth,’ the cat sent, radiating smugness. ‘I teach the small humans sometimes. You need much teaching.’

“It’s talking in my head,” Rikosh whispered, eyes wide with wonder.

“Mine too,” Blianne added.

‘All of you can hear,’ Geneth observed, weaving between their legs. ‘Interesting. The blind one who sold you—she could not. That must have been difficult.’

“Can I touch your fur?” Sooli asked, hands hovering but not quite touching.

‘If you must.’ But Geneth was already rubbing against Sooli’s shins, purring loudly enough to vibrate the floor.

Watching Sooli’s face light up as she carefully stroked the cat’s fur made something in Resh’s chest ache. When was the last time any of them had been allowed to just... enjoy something? To touch something soft without worrying it would be taken away?

“Food,” Tork announced, investigating the kitchenette. “There’s actual food in here.”

He pulled open a storage unit to reveal neatly organized packages of protein bars, dried fruit, crackers, and other shelf-stable items. Opening another door, he found more food - but it was all cold!

“What is this stuff and why is it cold?”

‘That’s a refrigerator. It keeps fresh food cold so it lasts longer; useful,’ Geneth sounded amused.

“What’s the white stuff?”

‘Milk. One of the perfect things. Find a bowl and tip some out for me.’

Resh got a bowl, and put some milk in it. Geneth leaped onto the counter and drank. The kids crowded around to watch.

“Can we have some too?” Molen asked nervously.

“Lamma said there is food in the kitchenette,” Resh reminded him. “So yeah. I think we can.” She got out some cups and put milk in them. There was more than enough for everybody. They raided the refrigerator, eating with their hands.

‘There are plates and bowls for food. Make use of them or you will need another shower before bed,’ said Geneth.

Resh got out plates and bowls and even forks and spoons.

“We’re rich!” She whispered, half to herself, looking at all the food they had.

They ate and ate, sitting on the floor of the common area, backs against the furniture, Geneth supervising from atop a chair. Resh caught herself rationing her protein bar automatically, saving half for later, before realizing there was more food right there in the storage and the refrigerator. Available. Theirs.

The concept was dizzying.

“This is weird,” Tork said around a mouthful of crackers. “Good weird. But weird. Can we have more milk? It’s wonderful!”

“If you can do it, yes,” said Resh. “If you can’t, ask for help. You know how this works. Even in a place as wonderful as this.”

‘Your gratitude is refreshing,’ Geneth sent, amusement coloring the thought. ‘Most new arrivals are so busy being suspicious they forget to enjoy the moment.’

“Oh, I’m suspicious,” Resh said aloud. “Just also very hungry.”

The cat’s mental laughter felt like warm sunlight.

After they’d eaten, exhaustion hit like a physical weight. The adrenaline of the day finally wore off, leaving seven kids swaying on their feet.

‘Put your dishes in the machine first,’ insisted Geneth. She directed them how to do it, how to add the cleaner, how to switch it on. They were fascinated, but exhausted.

The bunk room had four bunks—enough for eight people. They stared at them for a long moment.

“We could all have our own beds,” Blianne said slowly, like testing out a foreign language.

“Or we could share,” Sooli suggested, eyeing the lower bunks. “Like we always do.”

In the end, they compromised. Sata and Molen took one lower bunk together, curled up like puppies. Sooli and Blianne claimed another. Rikosh climbed into a top bunk, but positioned himself so he could see everyone else. Tork took the other top bunk, and Resh settled into the last lower bunk.

“Door’s locked?” Tork asked from above.

Resh had checked three times already. “Locked.”

“Good.”

‘Sleep well, small humans,’ Geneth sent from where the cat had curled up on the chair in the common area. ‘Tomorrow brings much learning.’

Despite everything—the strangeness, the uncertainty, the nagging fear that this was all too good to be true—Resh felt her eyes sliding closed. The bed was soft. The room was warm. The littles were safe and accounted for.

She was asleep before she could overthink it.

Resh woke to the sound of giggling.

She shot upright, instantly alert, scanning for danger—and found Sooli and Blianne trying to muffle their laughter while watching something in the common area.

“What—”

“Shhh!” Sooli waved her over frantically. “Look!”

Resh padded barefoot to the doorway and stopped dead.

There were now three cats in their family unit. Geneth was still on the chair, but two more had appeared: a massive orange tabby sprawled across the small table, and a tiny black kitten currently attempting to scale the side of the couch with more enthusiasm than skill.

“They came through that little door in the wall!” said Sooli.

The kitten made it about halfway up before losing its grip and tumbling down onto the cushions with a soft ‘thump’.

‘I meant to do that,’ the kitten announced with great dignity, then immediately tried to climb again.

Blianne dissolved into giggles.

‘That is Oshki,’ Geneth sent, sounding long-suffering. ‘She has many opinions and no sense.’

“She’s perfect,” Sooli breathed.

The orange tabby cracked one eye open. ‘I am Royst. I am here for breakfast. You have breakfast?’

“We have protein bars?” Resh offered.

‘Unacceptable.’ But Royst didn’t move from his sprawl, apparently content to judge them from his table throne.

Oshki finally made it to the top of the couch and perched there triumphantly, tail lashing. ‘I am mighty! I am—’

She leaped for the chair Geneth was occupying. Geneth moved. Oshki missed. The kitten crashed into the side of the chair, scrambled wildly, and ended up dangling from the armrest by her claws.

‘Help?’ Oshki squeaked.

Tork jerked awake with a yell at the noise. Rikosh fell out of his bunk. Sata and Molen started crying.

Complete chaos.

And in the middle of it, Resh found herself laughing so hard she had to sit down. Because they’d been on the ship for less than a day and already a kitten was causing disasters. It was ridiculous. It was absurd.

It was the kind of normal chaos that had nothing to do with survival and everything to do with just... living.

Sooli carefully extracted Oshki from the chair and cuddled her. The kitten purred, smug despite her undignified rescue.

‘Well,’ Geneth observed mildly, ‘you’re all awake now. But first—what is that for?’ The cat indicated the chair with a flick of her tail.

The kids stared at the furniture.

“For... sitting?” Resh guessed.

‘Exactly. Not for slumping against while you sit on the floor. For sitting. Like this.’ Geneth demonstrated, settling into the chair with perfect feline elegance. ‘Humans sit on it. The soft parts are comfortable.’

“We can sit on it?” Molen asked, wide-eyed.

‘That is literally what it is for,’ Geneth said patiently. ‘The table is for eating at. You put food on top, sit in the chairs around it, and eat. You don’t sit on the floor like savages.’

Tork tentatively sat in one of the chairs around the table. “Huh. This is... actually comfortable.”

“There are chairs at the mess hall too,” Resh realized. “They are for sitting on, too.”

‘Exactly,’ Geneth confirmed. ‘Now you understand. Shall I show you to breakfast? The mess hall has food that is much better than what’s in your storage.’

The communal mess hall was massive and already half-full of people when they arrived, trailing behind Geneth like uncertain ducklings. Resh noted exits automatically, marked the best routes, cataloged potential threats.

Most people didn’t even glance at them. A few smiled. One older woman gave them a friendly wave.

“New arrivals!” someone called. “Welcome to breakfast chaos!”

The food line was self-service, with options Resh couldn’t even name. Hot food. Cold food. Fresh fruit that actually looked beautiful and really fresh. Protein in a dozen different forms.

“How much can we take?” Tork whispered.

“As much as you want,” a cheerful voice said behind them. They turned to find a young person with dark skin and an easy smile. “I’m Esto. Engineering apprentice. You’re the new kids, yeah?”

Resh’s telepathy caught the edges of Esto’s thoughts—calm, curious, genuinely friendly—and beneath it, a memory: ‘I remember being the terrified new kid. That was... twelve years ago? Thirteen?’

“You were rescued too,” Resh said before she could stop herself.

Esto’s smile widened. “Guilty. I was eleven. Absolutely convinced everyone had ulterior motives and I was being fattened up for something terrible.”

“And?” Resh asked warily.

“And I was wrong. Spectacularly wrong.” Esto grabbed a plate and started loading it up with food. “They meant exactly what they said. Learn, then work, contribute, be part of the family. No hidden agenda. No strings. Just... a chance.”

“People don’t just give out chances,” Tork said flatly.

“The Suerte family does.” Esto gestured around the mess hall. “See that guy in the corner? Joined twenty years ago as a street kid. The woman by the serving line? Orphaned in a station accident, came aboard as a teenager. There are loads of us like this—people who came from somewhere else and found a good place to belong and call home.”

Sooli was staring at Esto with something like hope in her eyes. “Really?”

“Really.” Esto crouched down to Sooli’s level. “I’m not going to lie and say it’s always easy. There’s work, and rules, and expectations. But it’s fair work. Sensible rules. And the expectations are ‘try your best and don’t be a jerk,’ which seems manageable.”

‘They stayed here,’ Resh thought. ‘They stayed by choice.’

‘Many do,’ Geneth confirmed, rubbing against her ankles. ‘The ship shelters those who wish to stay.’

They filled their plates with what was obviously food, but that nobody recognized—tentatively at first, then with growing confidence when nobody stopped them—and found a table in the corner where Resh could watch the room.

The food was good. Better than good. Resh couldn’t remember ever eating food that was actually warm, or bread that wasn’t stale. And the tastes! It was like being in heaven.

“This is so amazing, I have to get more,” Rikosh mumbled around a mouthful of something.

‘Mouth closed while eating,’ Geneth corrected primly. ‘We are civilized here.’

“Sorry, I’m just always so hungry,” Rikosh said, then looked startled. “I just apologized to a cat.”

“You’ll do it a lot,” Esto said, settling at their table with an enormous plate. “Cats run the ship. We just live here.”

‘Correct,’ Geneth confirmed.

Halfway through breakfast, a woman approached their table. She was maybe in her fifties, with gray-streaked hair and kind eyes, wearing work clothes dusted with some kind of fiber.

‘Fear,’ Resh caught from her own mind, ‘what does she want, is this the catch, here it comes—’

“Sorry to interrupt,” the woman said gently. “I’m Kronna. I work in Manufacturing, textiles section. I heard you all arrived last night.”

“We did,” Resh said carefully.

“I wanted to let you know we’re doing a fitting session this afternoon for anyone who needs properly sized clothes. Thought you might want to join?” Kronna’s smile was warm but not pushy. “No pressure, just an option.”

‘She seems nice,’ Sooli sent, her untrained telepathy leaking the thought to everyone in range.

“Clothes that fit would be good,” Resh admitted.

“Wonderful! I’ll be in Manufacturing Bay Two after midday meal. Just ask the ship’s AI for directions if you need them.” Kronna started to turn away, then paused. “Also, welcome to the Suerte. I hope you’ll be happy here.”

She walked away before Resh could respond.

‘She heard you,’ Geneth sent privately to Resh. ‘Your fear. Your assumption that apprenticeships mean exploitation. She heard, and she grieves for what made you think such things.’

Resh’s hands clenched on her fork. ‘She heard—I didn’t mean to broadcast—’

‘You don’t know how to shield yet. It will be taught. Don’t worry, small one. She will not speak of what she heard. But she will watch, and wait, and be kind until you believe kindness is real.’

Resh didn’t know what to say, but felt ashamed of being caught out like that.

“You okay?” Tork asked, frowning at her.

“Yeah.” She forced her attention back on the wonderful, plentiful food and took another bite. “Just... adjusting.”

Esto racked his plate and fork, then waved goodbye. Immediately, they all looked at each other and went to get more food. “Don’t take it if you can’t eat it,” cautioned Resh. “I’m not cleaning up your mess if you puke!”

Second time around was even better, because they chose what they had liked best.

“Milk...” said Rikosh, dreamily. “So wonderful...”

‘Exactly,’ said Geneth. They giggled. It was still strange to be spoken to by a cat.

After breakfast, they explored. Geneth led them through corridors, pointing out important locations with the air of a tour guide who’d already done this, many times.

‘Mess hall, you know now. Medical bay is two levels down—hope you don’t need it but good to know. Engineering, main deck—don’t go there without permission, because it’s dangerous. Manufacturing, four bays, each for different things, this corridor. Next corridor, Hydroponics, for growing food...’

“How big is this ship?” Blianne asked, staring up at a ceiling that seemed impossibly high.

‘Very big. You’ll learn. Everyone gets lost at first. It’s tradition.’

They passed crew members who smiled and nodded. A few introduced themselves. Nobody seemed surprised to see seven scruffy kids being led around by a cat.

“Does this happen a lot?” Resh asked. “New people arriving?”

‘Often enough,’ Geneth confirmed. ‘The ship grows. The family expands. Some stay, some leave, but the Suerte endures.’

Oshki appeared from a side corridor, zooming past them at top speed, followed by two more cats in what appeared to be a high-stakes chase.

‘Kitten games,’ Geneth said dismissively. ‘Chaos and noise.’

“Can we play?” Molen asked hopefully.

‘If you can catch them.’

The littles took off running, laughing as they chased the racing cats through the corridors. Resh started to call them back, then stopped. They were safe here. Weren’t they? The cats wouldn’t let them get lost. And they needed to have fun, to run and play and not constantly fear what came next. There had been little enough of that in their old lives.

‘Good,’ Geneth approved. ‘You learn quickly.’

“Learn what?”

‘That sometimes the best protection is allowing joy.’

By midday, they’d found some of the recreation areas, which had games and books and screens for entertainment, and were exploring another corridor when Tork disappeared.

Resh didn’t notice at first. Then she did a headcount and came up one short.

“Where’s Tork?”

The littles looked around, equally puzzled.

‘The sneaky one went that way,’ Geneth supplied helpfully, flicking his tail toward a side corridor. ‘He moves quietly for a human.’

Resh found him three corridors over, emerging from what looked like a supply room with something tucked under his shirt.

“Tork.”

He jumped, guilt written all over his face. “I was just—”

“Show me.”

Slowly, he pulled out a tablet. One of the ship’s personal pads.

“I wasn’t going to keep it forever,” he said quickly. “I just wanted to see how it worked. Figure out the AI thing. I was going to put it back.”

Resh believed him. Sort of. Tork’s sticky fingers were a survival skill that wouldn’t disappear overnight.

“We need to return it,” she said.

“I know.” He looked miserable.

They found Lamma near the mess hall, talking with another crew member. She took one look at Tork’s face and the pad in his hands and seemed to understand immediately.

“Borrowed that, did you?” Her tone was mild, not angry.

“I’m sorry,” Tork mumbled. “I’ll put it back.”

“Where did you get it from?”

“Supply room. Bay... uh... twelve? I think?”

Lamma tilted her head thoughtfully. “Tell you what. Keep it.”

Tork’s head snapped up. “What?”

“If one of you needed to borrow one to figure out how the AI works, then clearly all of you need them.” Lamma pulled out her own pad and tapped something. “I’m issuing personal tablets to each of your family unit. Official assignment. The one you have is yours now, Tork.”

“But I stole it,” Tork said, looking confused.

“And that told us we didn’t explain things well enough. You shouldn’t have had to steal to learn.” Lamma’s smile was kind. “Besides, how else would you access the AI teacher? Everyone needs a pad. You’ll all get one, within a stan.”

“What’s a stan?”

“That’s the time we run on, within the ship. It’s short for a standard hour. Different destinations run on different timeframes, and it gets confusing. So, using a stan, instead of what locals call an hour, means that we all know what we mean. A stan is broken down into 60 mins, rather than minutes. Again, minutes are different from one place to the next.”

“That makes sense,” said Resh.

And exactly as promised, within a stan, all seven of them had their own tablets, already set up with basic access.

Rikosh had already turned his on and was poking at the screen with fascinated intensity. “It’s responding to me! There’s a face nodding at me?”

“That’s the ship’s AI,” Lamma explained. “Very patient, meets you at your level, can explain things a hundred different ways if needed. It also tells excellent bedtime stories.”

“Stories?” Rikosh looked up, eyes wide.

“Different every night, tailored to what you like, and what you most need.” Lamma grinned. “The ship takes care of its people. You’ll see. Now lunch will be ready - let’s go eat!”

“Again? But we just did that!”

Lamma laughed. “There are three meals a day,” she said as she led the way back. “And if you get hungry in between, there is more food in your kitchen. After lunch I will show you how to get more.”

“More? But we didn’t finish eating it yet!”

Lunch was a couple of rich stews and bread. They smelled delicious.

“What is that stuff?”

“That’s meat. It comes from the bodies of animals which are grown for food. If you don’t want meat, the other one is just vegetables.”

Tork was brave enough to get the meat, but everyone else chose vegetables. They knew what those were. They lifted the bowls to their mouths to eat, but Lamma showed them how to use spoons.

“How do you balance it? It keeps falling off!” Lamma laughed and patiently showed them again, and again.

It took a few tries, and everyone was laughing by the time they had worked it out.

After racking their plates and spoons, Lamma showed them the trolleys. “Get one,” she said. Resh did.

“Now come over here to the big fridges,” continued Lamma. “See what’s in there? Take what you like, and remember to shut the doors to keep the cold in. Don’t take more than your kitchen fridge has space for.”

“Does it still go bad?” asked Resh.

“Yes it does, so that’s the other thing to be watchful for. If you take it, you need to eat it before it goes bad. 2-3 days, usually. A little and often is best; that way it stays fresh.”

“I want to come every day,” said Tork, taking two containers of milk. “Milk...” everyone said ‘mmmm’, in response.

“Milk is wonderful and new to us,” Resh explained to Lamma.

“Wait till you can use the stove and make hot chocolate,” teased Lamma.

“How do we use the stove?”

“The AI will teach you; the instructions are easy to follow,” said Lamma.

“But none of us know how to read or write,” said Resh, forlornly.

“The AI will teach you that, too; just talk to your pad,” said Lamma reassuringly. You will pick it up in no time.

Sooli was enchanted. “I can learn to read? I really can?”

“You definitely can,” said Lamma, smiling.

They wheeled the trolley back to their unit and put the milk and food away. There was just enough room.

Then they said goodbye to Lamma and Geneth came to take them to Manufacturing Bay Two and Kronna’s textile section.

The space was full of machines that Resh didn’t recognize, rolls of fabric in every color imaginable, and people working with quiet efficiency. The air smelled of clean cotton and some kind of sizing solution.

“You came!” Kronna looked genuinely happy to see them. “Wonderful. Let’s get you measured and outfitted properly. Can’t have you tripping over those pant legs forever.”

She measured them efficiently but gently, asking questions about colors they liked, what felt comfortable, what they absolutely hated. Tork adamantly refused anything “itchy.” Sooli wanted everything in soft fabrics. Blianne kept running her hands over different textures, fascinated by the variety.

“These will be ready tomorrow morning,” Kronna promised. “But here—I pulled some interim pieces that should fit better than what you’re wearing.”

The new clothes actually did fit. Resh stared at herself in the mirror, wearing pants that were the right length and a shirt that didn’t hang like a tent.

“You look good,” Sooli said, beaming.

“We all do,” Blianne agreed, spinning to watch her new shirt flare out.

‘You look like you belong,’ Geneth sent, appearing from between two machines. ‘That’s the real difference.’

Kronna was watching them with that same gentle expression, and Resh caught the edges of her thoughts: ‘So young. So scared. But they’re starting to smile. That’s something.’

And underneath it: ‘I’ll make sure they know they’re safe. However long it takes.’

Resh’s throat felt tight. She didn’t know how to process this kind of consistent, expectation-free kindness.

“Thank you,” she managed.

“My pleasure.” Kronna’s smile was warm. “Come back anytime. And if you ever want to learn how things are made, the door’s always open.”

“I want to!” shouted Blianne, then hunched her shoulders and put her hand over her mouth.

“Then you shall,” said Kronna, ignoring the volume of the excited outburst. “Come after breakfast tomorrow, and I will show you how to start.”

When they left, Blianne was skipping.

That night, they gathered in their family unit, fed and clean and wearing clothes that fit. The littles were already eyeing the bathrooms.

“I’m using the left one first this time!” Blianne announced.

“I need to go first!” Tork shot back.

“You can both go at the same time,” Resh pointed out. “There’s two of them.”

“Oh. Right.” But they still raced each other to see who could get there first.

Resh leaned against the wall, watching them race, and felt something relaxing in her mind. Something that felt dangerously close to hope.

‘The AI tells bedtime stories,’ Rikosh announced, clutching his pad. ‘Can we try it?’

“After showers,” Resh said. “Everyone gets clean, use soap, then stories.”

The promise of stories got them moving even faster.

Twenty mins later, they were all in their bunks, pads glowing softly in the dimmed lights. Resh had hers set to audio-only, and a pleasant voice began speaking.

‘Once upon a time, on a ship that sailed between the stars, there lived a cat who could hear the thoughts of others...’

The story was good. Really good. About a cat learning to shield her telepathy, making friends with people, finding their place in a traveling family. It felt almost... personal.

Resh glanced around. The littles were entranced, eyes wide in the dim light. Even Tork had stopped his habitual fidgeting to listen.

‘The cat was scared at first,’ the AI continued. ‘She thought everything had a price, that kindness was a trap. But slowly, day by day, she learned that some families are chosen, not born. And some homes are found, not inherited.’

Resh’s heart ached.

‘And you know what the strangest part was?’ the AI asked. ‘The part she never expected? She learned that it was okay to be happy. That joy wasn’t a luxury to be rationed. That laughter wasn’t something you had to earn.’

Molen was already asleep, curled up with Sata. Blianne’s eyes were drooping. Rikosh was fighting to stay awake but losing.

‘She learned,’ the AI said softly, ‘that sometimes the bravest thing you can do is let yourself belong.’

Resh closed her eyes, letting the words wash over her.

Tomorrow she’d wake up and still be suspicious. Still be looking for the catch. Still be ready to run if needed.

‘Sleep well, small humans,’ Geneth sent from the common area. ‘Tomorrow brings new adventures.’

‘And more kittens,’ Oshki added gleefully. ‘So many kittens!’ He scratched around in the litter box in the bathroom.

‘Please no,’ Geneth replied, long-suffering.

‘Kittens!’

Resh fell asleep smiling.
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Chapter 3
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Geneth's voice drifted into Resh's mind before she'd fully opened her eyes. 'Good morning, small humans. Ready for more adventures?'

She had the unfamiliar sensation of being warm, and for a moment, she couldn’t remember where she was. Then it all came rushing back—the ship, the rescue, the hot showers and actual food. She sat up carefully, checking the room. All six littles were still in their bunks, some already stirring.

‘Thanks, Geneth, I just woke up,’ she messaged back. She sat up.

“Morning,” Tork mumbled from his bunk.

“Morning.”

‘Good morning, small humans,’ Geneth’s voice drifted into her mind. The cat was curled up on the chair again. ‘Ready for more adventures?’

One by one they got up and started the bathroom rotation. It went smoother this morning, as if they were already settling into a routine. Resh marveled at how quickly kids adapted when they felt safe.

“Breakfast?” Molen asked hopefully.

“Breakfast,” Resh confirmed. “Then Kronna said your new clothes would be ready this morning.”

“Clothes that fit!” Blianne bounced excitedly. “And then I get to learn how to make things!”

They trooped to the mess hall, Geneth leading the way. Esto was already there with his enormous breakfast plate.

“Morning! Sleep okay?”

“Better than okay,” Sooli said, settling into her chair with the careful attention Geneth had taught them. “We remembered to sit in the chairs this time!”

Esto laughed. “Progress! What’s on the agenda today?”

“New clothes,” Resh said. “And Blianne’s learning to sew.”

“Nice! Kronna’s a great teacher. Patient as anything.”

After breakfast, they all headed to Manufacturing Bay Two. Kronna was waiting with a huge smile and seven neat bundles of clothing.

“Good morning! Your new clothes are ready. Let’s see how they fit.”

The littles descended on the clothes like it was a holiday. For the first time in their lives, they had new outfits that were actually their size, in colors they’d chosen.

“It fits!” Sata spun around, watching her new shirt move. “It really fits!”

“No rolling up the legs!” Tork examined his pants with approval.

“I love the purple,” Sooli breathed, stroking her new shirt.

Resh’s throat felt tight watching them. Such a small thing—clothes that fit—but it meant everything.

“You all look wonderful,” Kronna said warmly. “Now, Blianne, are you ready to learn?”

Blianne nodded eagerly.

“The rest of you can come back before lunch to pick her up,” Kronna suggested. “That’ll give Blianne time to really explore.”

Resh hesitated. Leaving one of the littles felt wrong, even though she knew it was safe.

‘The small one wants to stay,’ Geneth sent, reassuringly. ‘And Kronna will guard her well. Trust is a practice.’

“Okay,” Resh said. “Blianne, we’ll come get you before lunch. If you need anything—”

“I’ll be fine!” Blianne was already eyeing the fabric with fascination.

Resh gathered up Blianne’s bundle of clothes along with her own. “Come on, let’s put these away.”

Back at the family unit, Resh carefully put everyone’s new clothes in their storage spaces. It felt significant, somehow. Like they were putting down roots.

“What do we do now?” Rikosh asked.

Good question. They had stans until lunch. No one to protect, no food to scavenge, nowhere they had to be.

“Whatever we want, I guess.”

The littles looked at each other, clearly unsure what that even meant.

“The AI has games that will help us,” Resh remembered. “Want to try those?”

They settled in the common area with their pads. The AI was patient, adjusting to each kid’s level. For Sata and Molen, it started with colors and shapes. For Rikosh, it jumped straight into patterns and numbers. Tork got maps and spatial puzzles. Sooli’s games had animals and gentle sounds.

Resh watched them for a few mins, then had a thought.

“AI?” she said to her pad.

‘Yes, Resh?’

“Can you put a chime on all our pads for mealtimes? So we don’t forget to eat?”

‘Excellent idea. Would you like reminders ten mins before each meal?’

“Yes, please.”

‘Done. Breakfast at 8 stans, lunch at 13 stans, dinner at 18 stans. You’ll hear a gentle chime ten mins prior.’

“Thank you.”

‘You’re welcome. Would you like to continue your shield training?’

Resh glanced at the littles, all absorbed in their games. “Sure.”

The shield lesson picked up where it left off last night. Imagine a wall. Feel the difference between open and closed. Notice when thoughts leaked through.

It was harder during the day, with the littles’ emotions bouncing around. Joy from Rikosh at solving a puzzle. Contentment from Sooli. Anxiety from Sata about something.

‘Don’t try to block everything,’ the AI coached. ‘Just your own thoughts. Let theirs wash past like water.’

Resh tried. Failed. Tried again.

‘Better,’ Geneth observed from his chair. ‘You’re learning quickly.’

“It doesn’t feel quick.”

‘Trust takes time. Shields take practice. You’re doing well.’

A stan passed. Then another. The littles were completely engrossed in their pads, laughing at games, asking the AI questions, learning without even realizing it.

“This is weird,” Tork said at one point. “I’m having fun but also learning letters. How does that work?”

‘The best learning happens when you enjoy it,’ the AI replied.

“Sneaky,” Tork said, but he was grinning.

Around midday, the pads all chimed gently.

‘Lunch in ten mins,’ the AI announced.

“Perfect!” Resh said. “Everyone, put your pads in your pockets. They should fit. Time to get Blianne.”

They headed to Manufacturing Bay Two. Blianne was sitting at a work table with scraps of fabric, her face lit up with concentration.

“Blianne! Time for lunch!”

“Already?” Blianne looked up, surprised. “But I was just—oh! Look what I made!” She held up a small, lumpy square of fabric with uneven stitches.

“That’s wonderful!” Kronna said warmly. “You’re a natural. Same time tomorrow?”

“Yes please!” Blianne carefully put her fabric square in her pocket like it was treasure.

They all trooped to the mess hall together, Blianne chattering about needles and thread and how fabric had a grain.

“It has a ‘grain’,” she said, amazed. “Like wood! But different!”

Esto was already at a table, waving them over. “Saved you seats!”

They’d been on the ship for two days, and already Esto was saving them seats.

The concept was dizzying.

Lunch was something called pasta—long stringy things in sauce that the littles had no idea how to eat. Esto showed them how to twirl it on their forks, which resulted in sauce everywhere and lots of laughter.

“I got it in my nose!” Molen giggled.

“How did you get it in your nose?” Tork demanded.

“I don’t know!”

By the end of the meal, they were all splattered but happy. Resh noticed she was smiling. Actually smiling, not the careful fake smile she’d used on the streets to charm people. A real one.

‘You’re broadcasting joy,’ Geneth sent. ‘It’s lovely.’

After lunch, Esto asked if they would like to see the chickens, to enthusiastic agreement all round.

“What’s a chicken?” asked Resh.

“I’ll show you. Let’s go,” Esto said, standing up. “They live in the Hydroponics section.”

They racked their plates and trays then trooped after him, a ragtag group of kids in new clothes with pasta sauce on their faces. The Hydroponics section was amazing—rows and rows of growing plants, the smell of earth and green things, and yes, the chickens.

“What do they do?” asked Tork.

“Scratch up the earth, and turn it over, and their poo makes the soil richer to grow better veggies,” said Esto.

“Ewww, poo,” said Blianne. Resh laughed.

“Can I hold one?” Sooli asked, eyes wide. “I don’t care if it has poo.”

“Sure, let me show you how,” Esto said, gently catching one of the calmer hens. “Support her body, be calm, move slowly...”

Sooli took the chicken with such careful reverence that Resh’s chest ached. When was the last time Sooli had been allowed to be gentle with something? To trust that she wouldn’t be hurt for showing care?

The chicken settled into Sooli’s arms, making soft clucking sounds.

‘The small one has a gift with animals,’ a new cat voice observed. A large orange tabby had appeared on top of a grow box. ‘She’ll be good in Medical someday, if she chooses.’

“Medical?” Resh asked.

‘Healers need gentle hands and patient hearts,’ the cat—Royst, Resh remembered—sent. ‘The small one has both.’

They spent the afternoon in Hydroponics, the littles taking turns holding chickens, marveling at the tomatoes growing on vines, watching Esto explain how the systems worked. Rikosh was fascinated by the water recycling. Tork wanted to know how they kept pests out. Molen just wanted to pet more chickens.

When the dinner chime sounded on their pads, they were all surprised.

“Already?” Blianne asked.

“Time flies when you’re having fun,” Esto said. “Come on, let’s eat.”

That night, after dinner and showers and bedtime stories, Resh lay in her bunk listening to the littles breathe. Soft, even breaths. Safe breaths.

Two days ago, they’d been on the streets. Two days ago, Mika tried to sell her, and she’d screamed mentally into the void and someone had actually answered. She shuddered to think what might have happened if nobody had.

Now they had new clothes and full bellies and people who smiled at them. They had chickens to hold and cats to teach them and an AI that made learning into games. They had doors that locked, and bathrooms with hot water and more food than they could eat.

‘You’re broadcasting wonder,’ Geneth sent from the common area. ‘Mixed with disbelief.’

‘It doesn’t feel real,’ Resh admitted.

‘Give it time. Real can be a slow realization.’

‘What if it stops?’

‘What if it doesn’t?’

Resh didn’t have an answer for that.

‘Sleep, small one,’ Geneth sent, his mental voice warm. ‘Tomorrow brings more learning, more chickens, and probably more chaos from Oshki.’

‘I heard that!’ Oshki’s voice came from somewhere. ‘I am a dignified feline!’

‘You fell off the table this morning.’

‘That was tactical!’

‘You were trying to eat abandoned eggs.’

‘...still tactical.’

Resh fell asleep smiling, the sound of the cats bickering and the littles’ soft breathing weaving together into something that felt almost like home.

The next morning, Resh woke to find Tork already awake, staring at the ceiling.

“You okay?” she whispered.

“Yeah. Just... thinking.”

“About what?”

“About how we have food now. Like, actual food. Every day.” Tork rolled over to look at her. “What do we do with all that time we used to spend looking for it?”

It was a good question. On the streets, survival had been a full-time job. Now...

“I guess we learn things,” Resh said. “Figure out what we’re good at.”

“What if we’re not good at anything?”

“Tork, you mapped half the ship in one afternoon. You’re good at spatial stuff. And sneaking.”

“Sneaking’s not a job.”

‘Actually,’ Geneth’s voice drifted in, ‘Seekers need excellent sneaking skills. And spatial awareness. The sneaky one has natural talents.’

“What’s a seeker?” Tork asked.

‘People who go planetside and find things the ship needs. Products, people, opportunities. It requires being observant, quick-thinking, and good at not being noticed when necessary.’

Tork’s eyes lit up. “That’s a real job?”

‘Very real. Lamma and Nesto are good seekers. You’ve met them.’

“Huh.” Tork settled back, looking thoughtful.

The other littles started waking up, and the familiar morning chaos began. But it was easier now, more routine. They’d figured out a bathroom schedule that mostly worked. They knew where their clean clothes were. They understood about sitting in chairs.

Small things. But they added up to feeling less lost.

At breakfast, Kronna stopped by their table again.

“Blianne, ready for round two?”

“Yes!” Blianne was already bouncing.

“Wonderful. Anyone else want to try something new today?”

Sooli raised her hand tentatively. “Could I... could I help with the animals? In Hydroponics?”

“Absolutely! Let me introduce you to Darlo—he runs that section. He’s always looking for helpers.” Kronna smiled at the others. “What about the rest of you?”

“I want to see Engineering,” Rikosh said immediately. “If that’s allowed.”

“I’ll check with Chief Polyt. She’s usually happy to show curious kids around, as long as you follow safety rules.”

Tork looked torn between wanting to explore more and wanting to try everything.

“You can do different things on different days,” Esto pointed out. “You’ve got time.”

Time. So much time. It felt strange.

After breakfast, Blianne went with Kronna, and Sooli disappeared toward Hydroponics with Geneth guiding her, and Kronna sent a message about Rikosh visiting Engineering.

That left Resh with Tork, Sata, and Molen.

“What do you two want to do?” Resh asked the twins.

They looked at each other, having one of their silent twin conversations.

“Can we just... play?” Sata asked quietly. “With the pads?”

“Of course.”

Back in the family unit, the twins settled in with their learning games while Tork pulled up maps on his pad, studying the ship’s layout with intensity.

“There’s a whole recreation deck I haven’t seen yet,” he muttered. “And something called an observation lounge.”

“Want to explore those?” Resh asked.

“Yeah, but...” Tork hesitated. “Is it okay to just wander around? Don’t we need permission or something?”

“AI,” Resh said to her pad, “are we allowed to go anywhere on the ship?”

‘Most areas are open to all crew members,’ the AI replied. ‘Restricted areas include Engineering without supervision, the Bridge, Medical storage, and private quarters. Everywhere else is available for exploration.’

“See?” Resh said. “We can go.”

Tork grinned. “Come on then. Let’s find this observation lounge.”

They left the twins happily playing with Geneth watching over them, and Resh followed Tork through the corridors. He’d been studying the maps, and he navigated confidently, only taking one wrong turn.

The observation lounge turned out to be a huge room with massive viewports showing space. Real space, with stars and the distant curve of a planet.

“Whoa,” Tork breathed.

They weren’t alone. A handful of crew members were scattered around, some reading, some just staring out at the stars. One older man noticed them and smiled.

“First time in here?”

Resh nodded.

“Beautiful, isn’t it? That’s Carveth down there—the planet we’re orbiting. We’ll be here another few days, finishing trades and restocking.”

“It’s huge,” Tork said, moving closer to the viewport.

“Planets usually are.” The man chuckled. “I’m Arco, by the way. I run cargo operations.”

“I’m Resh. This is Tork.”

“Ah, the new arrivals. Heard you
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