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“Get him! Get him! Use the plasma burst, Ty!” Emily shrieked, her four-year-old legs pumping as she jumped up and down on the modular sofa. Her curly hair was a mess of brown tangles, and her face was flushed with the kind of pure, unadulterated joy only a toddler or a lunatic could maintain at seven in the morning.

Tyler didn’t answer. He couldn‘t. His head was encased in a sleek haptic visor, and his hands, small but steady, were shoved into gloves that translated his every twitch into the virtual arena. Opposite him, Lily was mirrored in the same gear, though she looked much cooler doing it. While Tyler was huffing and sweating, Lily’s movements were fluid, almost predatory.

“You’re dead, loser,” Lily’s voice came through the external speakers, distorted by the game’s audio bridge. “I’m gonna melt your face off.”

“In your dreams, Lil!” Tyler barked. He lunged to the left, nearly knocking over a stack of Ethan’s discarded science journals.

Ethan, sitting in the corner with his feet up on a storage crate, didn’t even look up from his own tablet. He was fourteen and had perfected the art of being physically present while mentally being light-years away. He adjusted his glasses with one finger, his expression a mask of practiced boredom. 

“You guys are so loud,” Ethan muttered, though nobody heard him over the digital explosions. “Mom’s gonna lose it if you break the cooling vent again.”

Alicia stepped out from her sleeping alcove, rubbing her eyes. Her curls were even more chaotic than Emily’s, and she looked like she wanted to punch the air itself. “Can you shut up? Just for like, five seconds? I’m trying to finish the briefing on soil acidity and I can’t hear myself think over the sound of Ty’s ego getting crushed.”

“I’m winning!” Tyler yelled, blinded by his visor.

“You’re really not,” Lily countered, her tone dripping with eleven-year-old smugness. She made a sharp cutting motion with her hand, and a second later, a loud thwack echoed through the room’s speakers. 

Tyler let out a groan of pure agony, his body sagging as the haptic feedback informed him his virtual avatar had been decapitated. He ripped the visor off, his face red and sweaty. “That was a total glitch! My gloves lagged!”

“Sure they did, Ty,” Lily said, pulling her own visor up to her forehead. She gave him a toothy, triumphant grin. “Maybe you just stink at this.”

“I don’t stink! You cheated!”

“How do you cheat at a hard-coded simulation? You’re just a sore loser.”

“Am not!”

“Are too!”

“Hey, settle down,” Michael’s voice cut through the bickering like a blunt instrument. He walked in from the galley area, wiping his calloused hands on a rag. His engineering jumpsuit was stained with something dark and greasy at the elbows, and he looked tired, but his eyes were bright. Sara was right behind him, carrying a tray of steaming nutrient bowls.

“Breakfast is up,” Sara said putting the tray down, her voice a calm harbor in the storm. She caught Emily as the girl tried to do a mid-air somersault off the couch. “Easy there, Em-bug. Let’s keep the gravity inside your body, okay?”

“But Emmy said I could fly!” Emily giggled, twisting in her mother’s arms.

Sara paused, a small smile playing on her lips. “Did she now? Well, Emmy doesn’t have to worry about broken collarbones. You do. Sit down.”

The family scrambled to the central table, a piece of tech that slid out from the wall with a quiet hydraulic hiss. As they sat, the mood shifted. Usually, breakfast was a silent affair of shoveling down grey mush before school modules started, but Michael remained standing. He looked at Sara, who nodded, her green eyes shimmering with a secret.

Michael cleared his throat. “Alright, listen up. I just got the update from the bridge during my shift. The long-range sensors finished the final calibration on the approach vector.”

Ethan finally looked up. Alicia stopped poking at her bowl.

“And?” Alicia asked, her voice tight with a mix of hope and skepticism.

Michael’s grin broke wide, the lines around his eyes deepening. “Sixty days. We’re two months out from orbital insertion at Kepler-186f. We’re actually going to make it. On schedule.”

For a second, the room was silent. Even the ship’s constant, low-frequency hum seemed to fade into the background.

“Two months?” Tyler whispered, his eyes wide. “Like, for real? No more ship? No more metal walls?”

“For real, Ty,” Michael said, sitting down and reaching for his daughter’s hand. “The Celestial is going into her final leg. In sixty days, we aren’t going to be looking at a screen of stars. We’re going to be looking at a horizon.”

“Will there be dirt?” Emily asked, her voice small and curious. “Emmy wants to know if the dirt is soft.”

“There’s going to be so much dirt, honey,” Sara said, her voice thick with emotion. “Real dirt. And grass. Not the stuff in the hydroponics bay that smells like chemicals, but real, living grass that grows under a real sun.”

“I’m gonna climb a tree,” Tyler announced, his chest puffing out. “A huge one. Like a thousand feet tall.”

“You’ll fall and break your neck in five minutes,” Lily teased, but she didn’t have her usual bite. She looked dazed. “Is the water really blue? Like in the old vids?”

“The atmosphere scatters the light similarly to Earth,” Ethan said, his analytical brain finally clicking into gear, though a small smile tugged at his mouth. “The oceans should be blue, or maybe a deep teal depending on the mineral content. And the sky... it won’t be black. It’ll be a gradient.”

Alicia leaned back, her academic frustrations forgotten. “Sixty days. That means my final exams will happen while we’re in orbit. I’ll be graduating onto a planet.”

“That’s the plan,” Michael said, shoveling a spoonful of breakfast into his mouth. It tasted like cardboard, but today he didn’t care. “We’ve spent our whole lives in this tin can. My dad died in this tin can. But you lot? You’re the ones who get to walk on the ground. You’re the ones who get to see the wind move the leaves.”

“I want to see a bird,” Emily said. “Can Emmy have a bird?”

“We’ll see about the birds, Em,” Michael said, his tone measured but warm. “But for now, finish your breakfast. We’ve got a lot of prep to do before we hit the atmosphere. This ship isn’t going to maintain itself while we’re dreaming of sunshine.”

The table erupted into a new kind of noise—not the sharp, competitive clatter of the game, but a frantic, hopeful buzzing. They talked about the gravity—real gravity that didn’t feel like a subtle pull in the gut—and the smell of rain, something none of them had ever actually experienced.

As the kids chattered, Sara caught Michael’s eye. She reached across the table and squeezed his hand. His palm was rough, the skin of a man who had spent forty years keeping a machine alive in the void. He squeezed back. 
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THE WALK TO THE MAIN Concourse was a journey through the skeletal remains of human history. The corridors of the Celestial were curved, designed to follow the arc of the rotating habitat rings. White polymer walls were broken up by the occasional access hatch or glowing status display.

Emily skipped ahead of the group, her little sneakers making a rhythmic chirp-chirp sound on the deck plating. She kept looking to her left, nodding and whispering.

“No, Emmy, you can’t have that. It’s for the engine,” Emily said to a blank stretch of wall. She giggled and veered away from a vent. “Stop it! That tickles!”

Tyler and Lily followed behind, Tyler trying to trip Lily every three steps. 

“You’re such a dork, Em,” Lily called out. She turned to Tyler. “Did you see how she’s talking to the air? She’s finally cracked. Ship-crazy. We should lock her in a supply closet until we land.”

“She’s four, Lil. You were probably weirder,” Tyler said, dodging a playful shove. “Remember when you thought your toes were trying to escape?”

“I was three! And they looked suspicious!” Lily defended herself. She looked at Emily again, her brow furrowed. “But seriously, Emmy? That’s the most boring name for an imaginary friend ever. She could have picked like, Galaxy Girl or something.”

“Maybe Emmy is a space ghost,” Tyler whispered, widening his eyes. “A gross, slimy space ghost that eats brains.”

“Ew, shut up, Ty. You’re the one who’s gross.”

They reached the central lift, a massive glass-walled cylinder that cut through the axis of the ship. Michael tapped the interface, and the doors slid open with a sigh of pressurized air. As the lift began its ascent, the world outside the glass expanded. 

The Celestial was a cathedral of industry. Below them, the hydroponics gardens stretched out in tiered semicircles, a vibrant, neon green that looked almost radioactive under the growth lamps. Thousands of automated drones moved like beetles among the stalks of wheat and soy. Beyond the gardens, the massive counter-rotating rings of the gravity drive hummed, a low vibration that Michael could feel in the soles of his boots.

“Still a beauty, isn’t she?” Michael murmured, his eyes tracking a minor fluctuation in the third ring’s alignment. He’d have to check the sensor logs later.

“It’s a machine, Mike,” Sara said, leaning her head on his shoulder. “It’s been our house, but it’s not a home. Home is what we’re going to find.”

The lift chimed and the doors opened into the Main Concourse. This was the only place on the ship where you could forget you were in a vacuum. The ceiling was a massive curved screen, currently projecting a soft, Terran blue sky with wispy white clouds that drifted with the simulated breeze. The air here was filtered through jasmine and pine scents, an expensive luxury meant to keep the colonists from losing their minds.

The space was sprawling. A synthetic grass park sat in the center, surrounded by a track where a few crew members were jogging. There was a playground, a small ‘café’ that served real bean coffee once a week, and clusters of benches where people gathered to gossip.

“Don’t get into trouble!” Sara called out, but the kids were already gone.

Ethan vanished toward the tech-comms corner where the older teens hung out to swap pirated data-cores. Alicia headed for a cluster of girls her age near the fountain, her posture immediately shifting into something more guarded and cool. 

Tyler and Lily ran toward the playground, where a boy about Lily’s age was already sitting on the edge of the sandpit, poking a stick into the synthetic grit. 

“Hey, Jake!” Tyler yelled, skidding to a halt.

Jacob Reynolds looked up, his bright blue eyes squinting under the fake sun. He had a smudge of grease on his cheek and a lopsided grin. “Hey, Ty. Hey, Lil.” He looked at Lily and his face turned a subtle shade of pink, which he immediately tried to hide by looking back at the sand. “I found a dead beetle near the air scrubber. You wanna see?”

“That is so disgusting,” Lily said, leaning in closer to look. “Is it crunchy?”

“Super crunchy,” Jacob said proudly. He leaned toward Tyler and whispered something that made Tyler bark with laughter. 

“What? What’d he say?” Lily demanded.

“He said it looks like your face when you wake up,” Tyler cackled.

“Shut up, Jacob!” Lily laughed, shoving him. “I’ll tell your mom you’re playing with trash again.”

“She already knows. She says I’m a ‘naturalist’,” Jacob said, standing up and brushing his knees. “Anyway, did you hear? Sixty days. My dad’s already packing the medical crates.”

“We’re gonna climb trees,” Tyler said, the two boys immediately falling into a conversation about the logistics of surviving on a planet with real predators.

Nearby, Emily was standing by the swings. She wasn’t swinging. She was holding one of the chains out, as if offering it to someone. 

“Go ahead, Emmy. I’ll push you,” Emily said. The swing swayed slightly. There was no wind in the concourse. 

Michael and Sara sat on a nearby bench, watching their brood. 

“She’s still at it,” Michael said, gesturing toward Emily. “The Emmy thing. It’s getting... intense.”

Sara sighed, watching her youngest talk to the empty swing. “It’s the move, Michael. She senses the change. Every child on this ship is acting out in some way. Did you see the Miller boy? He’s started biting people. At least Emily’s friend is polite.”

“I guess,” Michael said. He leaned back, closing his eyes. The artificial sun felt warm on his skin, a clever trick of infrared emitters. “It just creeps me out a bit. The way she looks at things. Like she’s seeing something we aren’t.”

“She has a vivid imagination,” Sara insisted, though she felt a tiny prickle of unease. “We’ve spent four years telling her about a world she’s never seen. Is it any wonder she’s invented a friend to share it with? When we get to Kepler, she’ll have real friends. She’ll have Jacob’s little sister to play with. Emmy will disappear the second she sees a real butterfly.”

“You’re probably right,” Michael said. He reached over and took her hand. “I’m just an engineer. I like things that have parts I can see and fix. Imaginary friends don’t have schematics.”

“Thank God for that,” Sara laughed.

In the playground, the children’s laughter filled the air. Tyler was pretending to be a space-beast, chasing Lily and Jacob around the sandpit. Emily was now sitting on the ground, sharing a handful of colorful plastic pebbles with the empty space beside her. 
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THE WALK BACK TO THE quarters was a slower, quieter affair. The ship’s lighting had transitioned to a deep amber, mimicking a sunset none of them had ever seen. It was the Celestial’s way of telling fifteen thousand people to start winding down. 

Emily was lagging behind, her small hand held out in the air as if she were leading someone. Her face was set in a look of grim concentration. 

“I told you, Emmy, we have to go home for dinner,” Emily whispered. She stopped and looked at the empty air, her lip trembling. “No. My mom says. You have to be nice.”

Ethan, walking behind her, nearly tripped over her heels. “Move it, Em. I’m starving. My stomach is literally eating itself.”

“Watch out, Ethan! You almost stepped on her!” Emily yelled, shoving his leg with all her four-year-old might.

Ethan rolled his eyes, looking at Alicia. “See what I have to deal with? I’m being bullied by a hallucination.”

“Just leave her alone,” Alicia said, though she looked at Emily with a flicker of genuine concern. “She’s just tired.”

They reached their quarters, and the door slid open with a familiar metallic click. Inside, the room was spotless. A small, disc-shaped cleaning drone was just finishing its final pass over the floor before docking itself in the wall with a contented beep. The air felt fresh, scrubbed by the unit Michael had serviced just that morning.

“Dinner in ten!” Sara called out, heading straight for the food processor. 

She tapped a few buttons on the interface, and the machine began to whir and hum. Tubes connected to massive vats in the ship’s underbelly delivered the necessary proteins and carbohydrates, which the machine then molded and heated into something resembling Salisbury steak and mashed potatoes.

The family gathered around the table again. The smell was salty and vaguely savory, the kind of scent that was designed to be inoffensive to everyone. 

“So,” Michael said, cutting into his textured protein. “Let’s hear it. Real talk. What’s the first thing you’re doing once we clear quarantine on the surface?”

Lily didn’t hesitate. “Swimming. I want to jump into a lake. A big one. Not the recycling pool where the water smells like old feet, but real, cold water.”

“You don’t even know how to swim, Lil,” Tyler pointed out, his mouth full of mash. “You’ll just sink like a rock.”

“I’ll learn! It’s instinctual,” Lily snapped. “What about you, Mr. Tree-Climber? You’re gonna get stuck in a branch and Dad’s gonna have to call a drone to get you down.”

“I’m gonna climb so high I can see the whole colony,” Tyler said, waving a fork for emphasis. “And then I’m gonna pee off the top.”

“Tyler!” Sara scolded, though she was hiding a smile. “Language.”

“Sorry. I’m gonna urinate off the top.”

“Better,” Michael chuckled. “Ethan? What about you?”

Ethan poked at his food, his expression thoughtful. “I want to see the night sky. Without the filters. I want to see if the stars actually twinkle like they do in the old poems. On the ship, they’re just... static. I want to see the universe move.”

“And you, Alicia?” Sara asked.

Alicia looked up, her eyes bright. “The botany labs. They’re looking for students to help with the first-gen soil integration. I want to be part of the team that grows the first real Earth-hybrid oak tree on another planet. Imagine that. Planting something that will live for five hundred years.”

“That’s beautiful, honey,” Sara said. She looked down at Emily, who was carefully arranging her peas into two separate piles. “What about you, Emily? What are you going to do?”

Emily looked up, her blue eyes wide and hauntingly serious. “I’m going to build a house for Emmy.”

The table went quiet. The happy chatter died like a flickering candle.

“A house?” Michael asked, his voice cautious. “Well, I’m sure we can find some cardboard boxes from the crates once we land—”

“No,” Emily interrupted, her voice dropping an octave. “A real house. Out of stones. Emmy says she’s lived in the dark for a long, long time. She says she’s cold and she wants a house where the sun can’t find her.”

Tyler made a face. “That’s super creepy, Em. Why does she want to hide from the sun? The sun is the best part.”

“She doesn’t like the light,” Emily said, returning to her peas. “She says it burns. She says she likes the metal, but she wants the stones. She wants to go deep into the ground.”

Sara reached over, covering Emily’s hand with hers. Emily’s skin felt oddly chilled. “Honey, that’s a very... imaginative story. But Emmy is going to love the sunshine once she sees it. Everyone does.”

“No she won’t,” Emily said, her voice flat. “She says the humans are the ones who are going to be in the dark soon.”

Michael cleared his throat, the sound loud in the sudden silence. “Alright! Enough ghost stories for one night. Let’s focus on the chores. Ethan, you’re on recycling duty. Tyler, Lily, clear the table. We’ve got a big day tomorrow—the orbital pathing simulations start at 0800.”

The children grumbled and stood up, the tension breaking as the mundane reality of ship life took over. Lily and Tyler started bickering again over who had to wipe the table, and Ethan lugged the bag of synthetic waste to the disposal chute.

But as the room cleared, Emily stayed in her chair for a moment. She leaned toward the empty seat beside her and whispered, “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure it has a big basement. Just like you asked.”

Sara, standing by the food processor, watched her daughter. A cold shiver, sharp as a needle, ran down her spine. She told herself it was just the ventilation kicking on—the Celestial was notorious for its uneven climate control.

“Come on, Emily,” Sara said, her voice a little too bright. “Time for a bath. You’ve got sand from the concourse all over your shins.”

“Okay, Mommy,” Emily said, hopping down. She turned and held her hand out. “Come on, Emmy. It’s splash time.”

The bathroom in the Peterson quarters was a masterpiece of cramped engineering, a space where every square inch had been debated by a committee of propulsion experts and social psychologists fifty years before Sara was even born. It smelled faintly of lemon-scented sanitizer and the metallic tang of recycled air.

“Alright, circus is moving to the big top,” Sara announced, clapped her hands. She leaned against the doorframe, watching her youngest three tumble into the hallway. “Lily, grab the towels. Tyler, if I see one more stinky sock on the floor, it’s going in the recycler and you’re going to be walking around Keppler barefoot.”

Tyler, eight years old and currently vibrating with the energy of someone who had discovered a new way to make armpit farts, let out a loud, wet raspberry. “My socks don’t smell that bad, Mom. They just smell like... adventure.”

“They smell like a dead space-rat,” Lily retorted, pushing past him. At eleven, she was already practicing a look of profound weariness that she’d clearly lifted from her older sister Alicia. She carried a stack of thin, microfiber towels with the solemnity of a high priestess. “And you’re literally covered in grease. Again.”

“It’s not grease, it’s engineering fluid!” Tyler shouted, already yanking his shirt over his head. “Dad let me help with the secondary atmospheric scrubbers.”

“He let you watch,” Sara corrected, though she smiled. She reached for the control panel beside the bathing unit—a sleek, recessed alcove of white polymer. “Since you’ve all been such helpful crew members today, I’m putting it on splash mode.”

The reaction was instantaneous. Even Lily’s mask of maturity slipped. 

“Yes!” Tyler cheered, kicking his pants into the corner. “I’m gonna do a cannonball!”

“You absolutely are not doing a cannonball in a three-foot enclosure,” Sara said, but the kids were already scrambling. 

Emily, only four and trailing behind the chaos with a lopsided stuffed rabbit, tugged at Sara’s jumpsuit. “Can Emmy come too? She says she likes the bubbles.”

Sara looked down, her heart softening at the wide, blue eyes of her youngest. “Of course, honey. Emmy can sit on the ledge. Just make sure she doesn’t get her hair wet if she doesn’t want to.”

Emily nodded seriously. “She doesn’t have hair like us. It’s like... smoky.”

“Right. Smoky hair. Very trendy,” Sara said, tapping the interface. 

The floor of the bathing unit sank four inches, and a translucent barrier slid up from the threshold, sealing the bottom half of the door. A rhythmic hum vibrated through the floorboards as the system bypassed the usual sonic-pulse cleaning and began to vent warm, recycled water into the basin. In a ship where every drop of moisture was accounted for, “splash mode” was the ultimate luxury. It was the closest the children would ever get to a swimming pool, let alone a lake or an ocean.

“In you go,” Sara said, helping Emily out of her tiny tunic. 

The children piled in. It was a tangle of limbs and pale skin under the bright LED strips. Tyler sat down with a splash that sent a spray of water over the barrier, hitting Sara in the shins. 

“Hey! Watch the splash-zone!” she laughed, wiping her face.

“I’m a sea monster!” Tyler yelled, cupping his hands and blowing bubbles into the water. “I’m the Great Kraken of Sector Seven! I’m gonna eat all the girls!”

“You’re an idiot of Sector Seven,” Lily said, though she was busy pouring a handful of liquid soap into the rising water to create a mountain of gray-tinged foam. She looked at Emily, who was sitting in the corner of the basin, splashing her hands rhythmically in a spot where there was clearly no one else. “Em, tell your friend to move. She’s taking up all the room.”

Emily looked at the empty space beside her, her expression darkening into a pout. “She said she was here first, Lil. And she says Tyler’s feet are gross.”

Tyler paused his monster impression. “They are not gross! I washed them yesterday.”

“You did not,” Lily and Sara said in unison.

“I’m going to go grab the pajamas,” Sara said, leaning over the barrier to give Emily a quick pat on her wet head. “Stay in the water. No standing up, no wrestling. If I hear a thud, everyone is getting out and it’s straight to bed without the story tonight. Understand?”

“Yes, Mom,” they chimed, though Tyler was already trying to see if he could make a bubble crown on his knees.

Sara stepped out, the bathroom door hissing shut behind her. 

Inside the tub, the atmosphere shifted. The children didn’t notice it at first—the way the LED lights overhead hummed a fraction lower, or how the water seemed to ripple toward the corner where Emily sat, as if something heavy had just sat down beside her. 

“Emmy says the water is the color of old skin,” Emily whispered, her voice sounding strangely flat. 

Lily paused, a sponge halfway up her arm. “That’s a weird thing to say. It’s just water, Em.”

“She says she remembers when the water was everywhere,” Emily continued, staring at the empty air. Her small hands ceased their splashing. “Before the metal box. She says the metal box is a cage for the monkeys.”

Tyler snorted, though he looked a little uneasy. “We’re not monkeys. We’re Petersons. Dad says we’re the most important people on the ship.”

He reached out to flick a glob of foam at Emily, but the soap didn’t reach her. It hit something mid-air, a foot away from her face, and flattened out against nothingness. It hung there for a second, a white smear against the sterile white wall, before sliding slowly down as if trailing over a smooth, invisible surface.

Tyler’s eyes went wide. “Whoa. Did you see that?”

Lily froze. She looked at the soap smear. “It just... it hit the wall, Ty. The light is just weird in here.”

“It didn’t hit the wall,” Tyler whispered, leaning closer. He reached his hand out, his fingers trembling just a little. “It hit...”

Suddenly, the water in the basin surged. It wasn’t a splash from a child; it was a violent upheaval from the center of the pool. A geyser of lukewarm, soapy water erupted, drenching the children and slamming against the ceiling. 

Tyler let out a yell of pure, high-pitched terror. Lily scrambled backward, her nails scratching against the polymer wall. 

“Mom!” Tyler screamed. 

The door hissed open instantly. Sara was there, pajamas draped over her arm, her face a mask of sudden, sharp alarm. “What? What happened? Did someone fall?”

The bathroom was a wreck. Water was dripping from the ceiling lights, and the children were shivering, their eyes wide and fixed on the center of the tub. The water was perfectly still now, reflecting the flickering overhead light.

“It... it just jumped up,” Lily said, her voice shaking. “The water just went bang.”

Sara looked at the ceiling, then at the basin. Her engineering-brain kicked in, searching for a rational explanation. “Pressure kickback,” she muttered, though she looked unconvinced. “The recycling valve must have spiked. I told Michael those secondary scrubbers were acting up.”

She climbed over the barrier, ignoring her wet socks, and started hauling them out. “Alright, out. Everyone out. It’s fine, just a plumbing glitch. Nothing to be scared of.”

She wrapped them in the microfiber towels, rubbing them down with a frantic, protective energy. Tyler was uncharacteristically silent, his lower lip quivering. Emily, however, seemed perfectly calm. She stood on the bath mat, letting the water drip from her hair, looking back at the empty, dripping tub.

“Emmy’s mad,” Emily said quietly. “She says the water is too small.”

“Enough about Emmy for tonight, sweetie,” Sara said, her voice a little sharper than she intended. She scooped Emily up and led the damp, shivering procession toward the sleeping area.

The sleeping quarters were a series of niches carved into the far wall of the main living space. Each pod was a padded, oval bunk equipped with its own climate control and a sliding privacy shutter. They were cozy, designed to feel like cocoons, a necessary psychological trick to keep the crew from dwelling on the vacuum of space just a few meters away.

Tyler scrambled into his pod, the one second from the floor. He pulled his thermal blanket up to his chin immediately. “Can I leave the light on, Mom? Just a little?”

“Sure, honey. Level two glow,” Sara said, reaching in to kiss his forehead. “It was just a pipe, Ty. I promise. Dad will fix it tomorrow.”

“It felt like a hand,” Tyler whispered. “The water. It felt like a big, cold hand pushed it all up.”

Sara’s stomach did a slow, sick roll, but she kept her face steady. “That’s just the pressure wave. It feels solid because it moves so fast. Like when you slap the surface of the water, remember?”

Tyler nodded, though he didn’t look comforted. 

Lily climbed into her bunk above him, her movements uncharacteristically slow. She didn’t make a single snarky comment about Tyler being a baby. She just pulled her shutter halfway closed and stared at the opposite wall.

Finally, Sara turned to Emily. The four-year-old was standing by her pod at the end of the row, but she wasn’t looking at the bed. She was looking back toward the hallway that led to the bathroom and the main airlock.

“Bedtime, Emmy-lou,” Sara said, using the nickname that usually brought a smile.

Emily didn’t move. She reached out and grasped the edge of the sliding door that separated their living quarters from the main corridor. 

“I have to wait,” Emily said.

“Wait for what?”

“For her.”

Sara sighed, the exhaustion of the day finally settling into her bones. “Emily, please. It’s late. Everyone is tired.”

Sara stood there, watching her daughter. From her perspective, the hallway was empty—just a long, gray tunnel of riveted steel and glowing floor-strips. But the way Emily was looking... she wasn’t looking at the floor or the ceiling. Her eyes were tracked at the height of a tall adult, following something that was apparently stepping through the doorway.

Emily stepped back, creating a wide berth. She watched the ‘something’ pass her and walk into the center of the room.

“Okay,” Emily whispered. “She’s in.”

With a soft thud, Emily slid the door shut and latched it. 

Sara felt a chill that had nothing to do with the dampness of her clothes. She looked around the small living area. The sensors showed everything was normal—oxygen levels steady, temperature at twenty-two degrees Celsius, no unauthorized bio-signatures. It was just her and the kids.

And yet, in the corner of the room, near the recycler, a small pile of Tyler’s discarded, grease-stained clothes shifted. It was a subtle movement, as if someone had brushed against them while walking by.

“Go to sleep, Mom,” Emily said, climbing into her pod and pulling the blanket over her head. “Emmy says she’ll watch us tonight.”

Sara stood in the center of the room for a long time, the silence of the ship pressing in on her. The Celestial groaned—a deep, structural moan of metal expanding and contracting. It was a sound she had heard every night of her life, but tonight, it sounded less like a ship and more like something breathing.

“Just the scrubbers,” she whispered to the empty room.

She turned and headed toward the master pod where Michael was already waiting, but she didn’t look back. She couldn’t. If she looked back, she was afraid she might see the door handle turn, or a small, invisible weight settle on the edge of her children’s beds.

Behind her, in the darkness, the pile of Tyler’s clothes didn’t just shift—it was lifted. A single, greasy sock rose into the air, suspended by nothing, held for a long, curious moment, before being dropped back into the shadows.

The Entity was patient. It had all the time in the world, and it was just starting to enjoy the game.
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Chapter 2
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The vibration started in Tyler Peterson’s pillow, a gentle, rhythmic hum designed to coax his brain out of the deep sleep cycles required for children living in artificial gravity. He groaned, burying his face deeper into the smart-fabric that was supposed to be temperature-regulated but always felt a little too warm by morning. 

"Five more minutes, ARIA," he mumbled into the mattress.

"Good morning, Tyler," the ship’s AI responded, her voice emanating from the small speaker embedded in the bulkhead near his head. It was a soft, maternal tone that sounded exactly like comfort. "Your sleep data indicates you have reached your required eight hours. Your father has already begun breakfast, and the current countdown to your field trip is three hours and twelve minutes."

The word 'field trip' acted like a shot of pure adrenaline. Tyler’s eyes snapped open. He sat up so fast he nearly smacked his forehead on the bottom of Ethan’s bunk above him. Today was the day. Second grade was finally going to the 'Guts,' the restricted engineering levels where all the magic happened.

He scrambled out of the sleep-pod, his feet hitting the cold, textured floor plating. He didn't bother with slippers. He liked the way the metal felt—real, solid, and dependable. He darted into the tiny bathroom unit, which hissed open as it detected his proximity. 

The toilet was a marvel of zero-G engineering, even though the ship was currently spinning for gravity. It used a vacuum-assist that Tyler still found funny, even after eight years of using it. He let out a long sigh as he voided his bladder, watching the small indicator light on the wall turn from amber to green as the sensors analyzed his waste for hydration levels and nutrient deficiencies.

"Drink more water today, Tyler," ARIA’s voice nudged from the ceiling vent. "Your electrolyte balance is slightly off."

"Yeah, yeah, I'll drink the swamp water, ARIA," Tyler chirped, referring to the green-tinted nutrient juice they served at school. 

He moved to the sink, which didn't have a faucet. Instead, he shoved his hands into a misting aperture that sprayed a warm, soapy aerosol over his skin. He rubbed his hands together, then let the air-dryer blast the moisture away. No towels, no mess. He grabbed his toothbrush—a sonic stick that hummed against his gums—and finished his business in less than sixty seconds.

Back in the main room, the Peterson quarters were a hive of activity. Michael was at the small galley counter, staring intently at a tablet while sipping a mug of dark, recycled coffee. He looked tired, the gray at his temples seeming to catch the morning light more than usual, but he smiled when he saw Tyler.

"There he is. The explorer," Michael said, his voice calm and steady. "Ready to see how we turn your old socks into lunch?"

Tyler laughed, grabbing his orange school jumpsuit from the automated closet. The fabric was stiff and smelled like the cleaning chemicals used in the ship's laundry vats. "Is that really how it works, Dad? Do they actually put socks in the recycler?"

"Socks, old tablets, food scraps, and anything else we don't need," Michael said, setting his mug down. "Everything is just molecules, Ty. The recyclers just break them down and put them back together into something useful. It’s like the ultimate Lego set."

"I hope they don't turn my socks into the protein mash," Tyler said, wrinkling his nose as he pulled the jumpsuit over his head. "That would explain the taste."

Sara emerged from the bedroom alcove, her auburn hair pulled back in a practical ponytail. She was already dressed in her duty uniform, looking sharp despite the faint dark circles under her eyes. She moved to the nutrition station, punching in a series of codes. 

"Everyone, breakfast! Alicia, Ethan, Lily! Let's go! I don't want a repeat of Friday’s mad dash," Sara called out.

The sleeping pods emptied out in a flurry of movement. Ethan looked like a walking ghost, his lanky frame hunched over as he stumbled toward the table. Alicia was already tapping on her own tablet, her face illuminated by the blue glow. Lily was trying to braid her hair while walking, which resulted in her bumping into the edge of the table.

"Ouch! Ethan, move your giant feet!" Lily snapped.

"My feet are where they’re supposed to be, Lil. You’re the one drifting out of orbit," Ethan muttered, sliding onto a stool.

"Alright, settle down," Michael said, though there was no bite in his voice. "Ty, sit. Your mother made the 'blueberry' oatmeal."

"It’s not real blueberries, is it?" Emily asked, appearing suddenly at Sara’s side. She looked tiny in her oversized pajamas, her curly hair a chaotic mess. 

Sara ruffled her daughter's hair. "No, sweetie. It’s the simulated ones. But they’re purple! That’s halfway there."

As they sat around the small table, the sounds of spoons clinking against synthetic bowls filled the space. The atmosphere was light, flavored by the shared excitement of the day.

"So, the Guts," Ethan said, looking at Tyler. "You guys going to the airlock chambers too?"

"Just the recycling hub and the atmospheric scrubbers," Tyler said, his mouth full of purple mush. "Teacher says we get to see the big units. The ones that can eat a whole couch."

"Don't fall in," Alicia said, not looking up from her screen. "They’ll turn you into a really loud pair of boots."

"Alicia, don't scare your brother," Sara said, though she was smiling. 

"I'm not scared," Tyler insisted, puffing out his chest. "I'm an explorer. Right, Dad?"

Michael nodded solemnly. "The best of the bunch. Just remember to follow the safety lines, Tyler. Engineering is a dangerous place if you don't pay attention. There are things in those machines that don't care if you're an eight-year-old boy or a piece of scrap metal."

"I know, I know. Safety first, second, and third," Tyler repeated the family mantra.

Emily, who had been quiet as she pushed a single purple oat around her bowl, suddenly looked up. Her blue eyes were wide, fixed on a point just above Tyler’s shoulder.

"I have a big day too," she said, her voice small but clear.

"You do, Em?" Michael asked, leaning toward her. "What’s on the schedule for preschool?"

"We're doing finger-painting with the light-gels," Emily said. She paused, her head tilting slightly. "Emmy says she is going on an adventure."

The table went quiet for a split second. The name 'Emmy' always seemed to pull the air out of the room, even if only for a heartbeat.

"An adventure, huh?" Michael said, keeping his tone light. "Where to?"

"The deep vents," Emily whispered. "Emmy says that’s where the space honey is. It’s gold and sticky and it tastes like the sun. She says if she finds enough, she won't ever be hungry for the gray stuff again."

Sara reached over, gently taking Emily’s hand. "Sweetie, there’s no honey in the vents. It’s just dusty pipes and wires. And you know Emmy allowed to go into the vents. It’s very dangerous."

"Emmy knows the way," Emily said with a confident nod. "She says the metal doesn't like humans, but it likes her. She says the honey is waiting for her."

"Well, tell Emmy that you have to stay with your teacher today so she will have to go alone," Michael said, standing up and clearing his plate. "And maybe you can look for 'space honey' in the playroom instead. I hear they have some yellow building blocks that look just like it."

Emily didn't argue, but she didn't agree either. She just went back to her oatmeal, her lips moving in a silent conversation that no one else was invited to.

Michael caught Sara’s eye over the top of Emily’s head. Sara’s expression was tight, a flicker of that same parental anxiety that had been brewing since the 'Emmy' thing started. Michael gave her a small, reassuring wink, then checked his watch.

"Alright, crew, break it up. School shuttles leave in ten. I’ve got a shift on the primary stabilizers that won't wait for anyone," Michael announced.

The scramble intensified. Bags were grabbed, jumpsuits zipped, and tablet cases snapped shut. Michael grabbed his heavy duty-belt, the tools clinking with a comforting, familiar metallic chime. He kissed Sara on the cheek and ruffled Tyler’s hair one last time.

"Have fun at the recycler, Ty. Bring me back a molecule of something cool," Michael said.

"I will, Dad! I'll see if I can find a molecule of a space-shark!" Tyler shouted as he ran for the door.

Lily and Ethan followed, bickering over who got to sit by the window on the transport. Alicia lingered just a moment longer, looking at Emily, who was still staring at the empty
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