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April 2000

The ranch gate rolled shut in her rearview mirror, and Kayla let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Just her, the truck, and forty-five minutes of nowhere she had to be.

She turned the radio up too loud, an old country station that played more static than song out this far from town, and drummed her fingers against the wheel, humming along to a chorus she only half remembered. The back roads unspooled ahead of her, gravel giving way to cracked asphalt, morning sun breaking gold across the windshield. At home, Alyssa, not yet two weeks old, would be waking for her next feeding right about now, and Steph had shooed her out the door with a kiss and a stern order to “go be a person for an hour, I promise she will survive without you.” It felt strange and wonderful, this small, ordinary freedom. Normal errands. Normal life.

She pulled into the gravel lot at the Farmers’ Co-op still smiling, cut the engine mid-chorus, and climbed out into the thick Missouri humidity.

Her boots hadn’t fully settled on the gravel before her right eye flared red.

The tactical display, usually dormant during her civilian life, reduced to nothing more than a faint pressure behind her orbital socket, snapped to full activation as it detected a high-velocity anomaly. A series of red vectors projected across her vision, tracking three seventy-pound mineral blocks sliding off a tilted pallet twenty feet away. The forklift operator had taken the corner too fast, and the load had shifted.

The display calculated the trajectory instantly: Impact in 1.4 seconds. Target: Samuel Henderson. Lethality: High.

Sam was bent over his own truck bed, back turned, completely unaware of the half-ton of compressed salt and mineral bearing down on him.

Kayla didn't hesitate. She didn't look for a path; she created one.

She coiled her weight into her hips. To any observer, it would have looked like a simple flinch, but internally, her mechanical spine locked into a specialized load-bearing alignment. She launched. There was no mechanical whine, only the explosive sound of air being displaced as she vaulted forty feet straight up, soaring over the forklift and the startled operator in a perfect, silent arc.

At the apex of her jump, her right eye adjusted the HUD, highlighting the optimal deflection point on the falling blocks. As she descended, she brought her right arm, as natural to her as the one she'd been born with, and far stronger, into position.

She didn't just catch the blocks; she parried them. Her forearm met the rough salt lick with a dull thud, the reinforced structure beneath the skin absorbing the kinetic energy, redirecting all three blocks safely into the empty gravel beside Sam's trailer.

She landed in a perfect crouch, her boots barely kicking up dust. The tactical display flickered once, registered Threat Neutralized, and faded back into her normal field of vision.

Samuel Henderson stared at her, his jaw hanging open. "Kayla? I... I didn't even see you move. You were just... up there."

Kayla stood up slowly, her right arm hanging naturally at her side. She could feel her heartbeat settling, the flush of exertion fading from her skin, everything registering the way it always did, the biosynthetics as much a part of her as bone and breath. She felt the old Commander pulse slowing down, being replaced by the quiet anxiety of a woman who had just performed a miracle in a town that valued being normal.

"Adrenaline is a hell of a thing, Sam," she said, her voice low and steady. "You ought to be more careful with those stacks."

Sam blinked, looked at the mineral blocks now resting harmlessly in the gravel, then back at Kayla. His mouth worked for a moment before he managed, "Those weigh seventy pounds each. You just... swatted them out of the air like mosquitoes."

"They weren't that heavy," Kayla said, already moving to redirect. She picked up one of the blocks with exaggerated effort, grunting slightly as she hefted it back onto the pallet. The performance felt hollow. Sam wasn't stupid. "Pallet wasn't balanced right. You should file a complaint with the yard manager before someone actually gets hurt."

Sam stared at her for another long moment, something working behind his eyes, not fear exactly, but the particular discomfort of a man whose understanding of the world had just been rattled. Then he seemed to make a decision. He rubbed the back of his neck and let out a slow breath.

"Well," he said carefully, "I appreciate the quick reflexes, Kayla. I'll talk to Bobby about the forklift situation." A pause. "You need help loading those fence posts?"

The offer was deliberate. Normal. A conscious choice to step back into the world where neighbors helped neighbors load fence posts, and nobody jumped forty feet in the air to swat away falling mineral blocks. Kayla felt a wave of gratitude so intense it nearly undid her composure.

"That'd be great, Sam. Thanks."

They loaded the fence posts together in silence. When they were done, Sam tipped his hat, climbed into his truck, and pulled away without another word about what he'd seen. Kayla watched his taillights disappear down the county road, then sat in her own truck for a full three minutes, gripping the steering wheel, waiting for her hands to stop shaking.

Not from the exertion. From the exposure.

The drive home took twelve minutes. Kayla spent every one of them replaying the incident, cataloguing who else might have seen, calculating sight lines from the Co-op office window, from the feed lot across the road, from the gas station on the corner. Her tactical display, still running at low alert, offered no additional data. Just the Missouri road, the heat shimmering off the asphalt, and the growing weight in her chest.

She pulled into the ranch drive and parked by the barn, but she didn't go inside right away. She could hear Steph in the kitchen through the open windows, humming something, probably making lunch. She could hear Laura singing to herself in the playroom. She could hear Abby's pencil scratching across paper in her room upstairs. She could hear Alyssa's steady breathing from her crib, deep in her afternoon nap.

All of it so normal. So precious. So easily disrupted by one wrong question at the feed store, one phone call between neighbors, one story that started with Did you see what Kayla Schaffer did at the Co-op today?

Kayla pressed her forehead against the steering wheel and breathed.

When she finally went inside, Steph looked up from the counter where she was slicing tomatoes. "Got everything on the list?"

"Everything and then some," Kayla said, crossing the kitchen to kiss her wife's cheek. She kept her voice light. Casual. "Sam Henderson was there. Said to tell you hello."

Steph studied her for a moment, that particular look she had, the physician's assessment layered beneath the wife's intuition. "You okay? You seem a little wound up."

"Just the heat," Kayla said. "Missouri heat. You'd think I'd be used to it by now."

Steph held her gaze a beat longer than necessary, then nodded and returned to her tomatoes. She didn't push. She never did when Kayla wasn't ready. It was one of the thousand things Kayla loved about her, that patience, that trust that whatever it was would come out when the time was right.

But as Kayla moved through the rest of the afternoon, helping Laura with a puzzle, reviewing Abby's summer reading list, rocking Alyssa after her nap, the weight of the morning sat heavy against her ribs. Not the act itself. She'd saved a man's life; she'd do it again without hesitation. It was the after that gnawed at her. The look on Sam's face. The way the world she'd so carefully built suddenly felt thinner, more fragile, like a sheet of ice over deep water.

She'd tell Steph. She always told Steph. Just not yet.
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April 2000

The first hints of dawn painted the eastern sky as Kayla laced up her running shoes on the back porch. At this hour, the ranch was still and peaceful, the perfect time for her daily run. Dressed in lightweight exercise clothes that allowed full range of motion, she stretched methodically, her movements precise and practiced.

Sleep had not come easily. She'd lain awake long after Steph's breathing had settled into its familiar rhythm, staring at the ceiling, turning the Co-op incident over and over in her mind like a stone in a tumbler. Sam Henderson's face. The sound of the mineral blocks hitting gravel. The three minutes in the truck afterward, hands shaking on the wheel. Sometime around two in the morning, she'd finally drifted off, and now at five-fifteen, the run felt less like routine and more like necessity, a need to burn through the restless energy that had been building since yesterday.

This early morning routine had become sacred to her, a time to test her enhanced abilities away from curious eyes, to feel the full extent of what her body could do. After stretching thoroughly, she set off at a normal jogging pace, following the gravel path toward the eastern fields.

Once she reached the tree line at the back of their land, though, Kayla let herself truly run. Her pace quickened exponentially, the landscape blurring as she accelerated to speeds no unenhanced human could achieve. Her legs drove her forward in powerful, fluid strides, each one covering distances that would have seemed impossible to any observer.

These moments were pure freedom. Her enhanced vision processed the rapidly passing surroundings effortlessly, automatically adjusting to the speed, while her balance systems kept her firmly on the path. The morning air whipped past her face, cool and clean, and for these precious minutes, she could simply be, not a mother trying to seem normal, not a former starship captain pretending to be just another rancher, but Kayla in full, every part of her working together as one.

As she approached the obstacle course she had constructed in a secluded corner of the property, Kayla's lips curved into a smile of anticipation. This was where she could truly test the limits of her enhanced capabilities, a series of challenges designed to push both her original and augmented physical systems to their maximum performance.

The centerpiece of the course was what she privately called "the canyon", a fifty-foot gap she had created between two elevated platforms. Taking a deep breath, Kayla accelerated toward the edge, her body automatically adjusting for optimal launch angle. She sailed across the gap, landing precisely on the opposite platform with a soft thud that echoed in the silent morning air.

"Show-off," came an amused voice from below.

Kayla looked down to see Steph standing at the edge of the obstacle course, a steaming mug of coffee in her hands, dressed in her robe and slippers.

"What are you doing up so early?" Kayla called down, unable to keep the smile from her face despite the knot that immediately reformed in her stomach.

"Alyssa decided five AM was the perfect time to practice her new rolling skills," Steph replied. "After getting her back to sleep, I saw you heading out here." She took a sip of her coffee. "That jump was farther than last week, wasn't it?"

Kayla jumped down from the platform, using her enhanced abilities to slow her descent and land gently beside Steph. "Maybe by a foot or so," she admitted. "I've been working on my launch angle."

Steph handed her the coffee mug. "Here. I brought this for you."

"Thanks," Kayla said gratefully, taking a long sip. "How long were you watching?"

"Long enough to see my wife moving like a superhero," Steph replied with admiration. "It's still amazing to watch, you know."

Kayla shrugged modestly. "These abilities were designed to keep me functional, not to turn me into some kind of marvel."

"And yet," Steph said, gesturing to the obstacle course, "here we are."

They walked back toward the house together, Kayla automatically adjusting her pace to match Steph's. The sky was brightening now, promising a clear, beautiful day. For several steps, Kayla said nothing, wrestling with the knot in her chest that had only tightened since Steph appeared. The coffee was warm in her hands. The morning was quiet. Her wife was beside her.

"Something happened at the Co-op yesterday," Kayla said.

She felt Steph's stride falter for just a half-step before resuming its rhythm. No questions yet. Just that steady, open presence that said I'm listening.

Kayla told her everything. The tilted pallet. The mineral blocks. Sam Henderson's exposed back. The forty-foot vault that her body had executed before her conscious mind had even finished calculating the danger. The look on Sam's face afterward, not fear, she thought, but something adjacent to it. The deliberate way he'd offered to help load fence posts, choosing normalcy over questions. The three minutes in the truck, hands shaking.

"He saw everything," Kayla said quietly. "There's no version of what I did that looks like adrenaline. I cleared a forklift from a standing start, Steph. I knocked three seventy-pound blocks out of the air with one arm."

Steph was quiet for a moment, her arm finding its way through Kayla's as they walked. When she spoke, her voice was calm, the physician's composure that Kayla had always found steadying.

"Sam Henderson has known you for six years. He's watched you build this ranch, raise our girls, contribute to this community. Whatever he thinks he saw, that history carries weight."

"And if it doesn't?" Kayla asked. "If he tells someone? If it becomes a story?"

"Then we deal with it," Steph said simply. "The way we've always dealt with things. Together." She squeezed Kayla's arm. "But for what it's worth, I think Sam made his choice yesterday when he offered to load those fence posts. That was a man deciding to file something away, not share it."

Kayla wanted to believe that. She mostly did believe that. But the anxiety, the particular kind that came from decades of concealment, from a lifetime lived in the gap between who she was and what the world could accept, didn't respond to logic. It sat in her body like a low-frequency hum, always present, occasionally amplified.

"I know," she said. "I just... I've worked so hard to build something normal here. For us. For the girls. The idea that one reflex could..."

"You saved a man's life," Steph interrupted gently. "Your reflexes saved Sam Henderson from being crushed by half a ton of mineral block. If the cost of that is one neighbor knowing you're stronger and faster than you let on, I think that's a trade worth making."

Kayla let out a long breath. "When did you get so wise?"

"I married a time-traveling starship captain. Wisdom was a survival requirement." Steph's tone was light, but her hand tightened on Kayla's arm, communicating everything the joke didn't say.

They walked in comfortable silence for another minute before Steph spoke again, her tone shifting to something more measured.

"There's actually something I've been meaning to bring up that connects to this." She paused. "Abby's questions are getting more specific."

"About my enhancements?" Kayla asked, though she already knew the answer. The knot in her chest shifted, not loosening exactly, but changing shape. A different kind of exposure. A smaller, more intimate one.

"Yes," Steph replied. "She was asking me yesterday why you never get tired during chores when everyone else has to stop and rest. And she mentioned remembering something about when you were in the hospital after your spaceship crashed. She used those words...'when Mommy's spaceship crashed.' She remembers more than we realized."

Kayla nodded thoughtfully. Though Abby had only been three when Kayla was in rehabilitation after the Horizon crash, she had been present throughout much of the recovery process. Dawn had taken care of Abby during that period, bringing her to visit Kayla during rehab sessions, allowing the small child to witness her mother's gradual adaptation to her enhanced prosthetics.

"She's always had an awareness about them," Kayla said. "Even back then, she would pat my arm and tell me it was 'better now.' But I think she's reaching an age where she wants to understand the details, not just the broad strokes."

"Ten is a good age for a more complete explanation," Steph agreed, slipping her arm through Kayla's as they walked. "She's mature enough to understand but young enough to accept without overthinking."

"I'll talk to her," Kayla decided. The words came easier than she expected, maybe because the Co-op had cracked something open in her, a recognition that the walls she'd built so carefully were never going to be perfect. That perhaps the answer wasn't thicker walls but wider circles of trust. "Fill in the gaps between her early memories and what she observes now. She deserves to know the full story."

"Maybe Dawn could be part of that conversation," Steph suggested. "They've always had that special bond from when she cared for Abby during your recovery."

Kayla smiled, thinking of the unique relationship between her daughter and Steph's half-sister. Dawn had been not just Kayla's rehabilitation specialist but Abby's steadfast caregiver and companion during those difficult months of recovery.

"That's a good idea," Kayla agreed. "Dawn could help bridge those memories, explain what Abby might have seen but been too young to fully comprehend."

As they neared the house, Kayla's enhanced hearing picked up movement inside. "Sounds like Abby's awake," she noted. "And... I think she's trying to make breakfast."

"Oh lord," Steph groaned. "Last time she tried that on her own, we were finding pancake batter for days."

"I'll handle it," Kayla assured her, pressing a kiss to Steph's cheek before jogging ahead to the house. The knot in her chest had loosened, not dissolved, not gone, but manageable now. Shared. She carried it differently when Steph knew.

Inside, she found Abby standing on a kitchen chair, reaching for the pancake mix on a high shelf. With her enhanced speed, Kayla crossed the room in a blink, steadying the chair before it could wobble.

"Need some help there, engineer?" she asked lightly.

Abby jumped slightly, then grinned up at her mother. "I wanted to surprise you and Mama with breakfast," she explained.

"That's very thoughtful, Abs," Kayla said, lifting the pancake mix down from the shelf. "How about we work together? You can be the chef, and I'll be your assistant."

"Deal!" Abby agreed enthusiastically.

As they measured ingredients and heated the griddle, Kayla found herself studying her daughter's focused expression. Abby had grown from the curious toddler who had watched her mother's rehabilitation into a perceptive, thoughtful ten-year-old. The time had come for a more complete conversation, one that honored both Abby's memories and her readiness to understand.

"Abby," she began casually, "Mama mentioned you've been asking about my special abilities. About how I don't get tired like other adults."

Abby nodded, carefully pouring batter onto the hot griddle. "I remember when you were in the hospital after your spaceship crashed," she said, her voice carrying the slight uncertainty of someone recalling very early memories. "You had a different arm. And you did exercises that made you really tired. And Aunt Dawn used to bring me to watch."

"You do remember that," Kayla said, surprised but pleased at the clarity of these recollections. "You were only three at the time."

"I remember sitting in your hospital room," Abby continued, her brow furrowed with the effort of retrieving distant memories. "Aunt Dawn would hold me up so I could see you. You had to do special exercises with your new arm, and sometimes it hurt but you kept going anyway."

"That's right," Kayla confirmed gently. "The doctors gave me replacements for the parts of my body that were damaged in the crash. They're special, they connect directly to my nervous system, and they work better than what I had before in many ways."

"Like super-speed?" Abby asked, her eyes brightening with interest.

"Something like that," Kayla smiled. "My legs can run very fast, faster than a car on the highway. My arm can lift things that would be too heavy for most people. The nerve pathways to my eye and ear were also damaged in the crash, but the doctors repaired them with enhanced connections, so now I can see and hear much better than normal."

"Like when Laura and I are talking in our room?" Abby asked with sudden comprehension.

"Exactly," Kayla confirmed. "Though I try not to eavesdrop unless it's for safety reasons."

Abby nodded sagely, digesting this information as she carefully transferred the finished pancakes to a plate. Then she looked up with a more serious expression. "Do you ever wish you still had your original parts?"

The question, so direct and yet so thoughtful, was quintessentially Abby. Kayla considered it honestly before responding. She thought of Sam Henderson's face at the Co-op. She thought of the forty-foot vault that had saved his life. She thought of the three minutes in the truck, and the twelve-minute drive home, and the hours of lying awake beside her sleeping wife.

"Sometimes I miss certain aspects of my original limbs," she admitted. "The perfect connection that existed from birth, the way they felt completely natural. But in many ways, these enhancements have allowed me to do more for our family than I ever could before. They help me take care of you and your sisters, maintain the ranch, and continue the work that's important to me."

Abby seemed to consider this deeply. "That makes sense," she said finally. "It's like how I missed my baby blanket when it got torn and we had to replace it. The new one wasn't the same, but it was still warm and it still kept me safe."

Kayla marveled at her daughter's ability to find such a perfect analogy from her own experience. "That's a wonderful way to think about it, Abs. Very insightful."

"Aunt Dawn says I'm an old soul," Abby remarked, turning back to pour more pancake batter. "Does she know all about your enhancements too?"

"Yes, she knows everything," Kayla confirmed. "She was my rehabilitation specialist, helping me learn to use the new parts and adjust to the enhanced senses. She was there through the whole process."

"While taking care of me," Abby added with evident pride in this part of their shared history.

"Exactly," Kayla nodded. "She did an amazing job with both of us. I'll always be grateful to her for that."

"Should we invite her over this weekend?" Abby suggested. "Maybe she could tell me more stories about that time. The parts I was too little to remember clearly."

"I think that's a wonderful idea," Kayla agreed, touched by Abby's interest in this chapter of their family history. "I'll call her later today."

Steph joined them a few minutes later, having showered and dressed. She raised an eyebrow at Kayla in silent question. Kayla nodded slightly, indicating that the conversation had gone well.

"Something smells delicious," Steph commented, coming to inspect their handiwork.

"Mom and I made pancakes!" Abby announced proudly. "And we talked about her enhancements from when I was little."

"Did you?" Steph asked, her expression reflecting pleasant surprise at this development. "How was that?"

"Good," Abby replied matter-of-factly. "I remembered more than Mom thought I would. And we're going to invite Aunt Dawn over so she can tell me more about taking care of me during Mom's recovery."

"That sounds like a great plan," Steph said, giving Kayla an approving smile. "Dawn would love that."

"It's still a family secret though, right?" Abby asked, her tone turning more serious. "About how fast Mom can run and how much she can hear?"

Kayla felt the echo of the Co-op ripple through her. Sam's face, the gravel, the silence in the truck. "Yes," she confirmed. "Not everyone would understand or be comfortable with enhanced humans. It's something we keep within our family and close friends."

Abby nodded solemnly. "I won't tell anyone. Not even my best friends." She paused, then added with a hint of pride, "It's kind of cool having a mom with superpowers, even if they're secret ones."

Kayla laughed, touched by her daughter's perspective. "They're not exactly superpowers, Abs. Just advanced technology."

"Same difference," Abby insisted with the unshakable confidence of a ten-year-old. "You're still the coolest mom in Saint Charles County."

"I agree completely," Steph said, sharing a warm look with Kayla before turning to help Abby set the table for breakfast.

As they moved around the kitchen preparing for the day ahead, Kayla felt a sense of contentment wash over her. The conversation with Abby had gone better than she could have hoped, building on memories that had been quietly shaping her daughter's understanding for years. And the weight she'd been carrying since the Co-op, that particular dread of being seen, had shifted into something lighter. Not gone. Never entirely gone. But balanced now against the other truth: that Sam Henderson had chosen to look away, and Abby had chosen to look closer, and both choices had come from the same place.

The rest of the morning unfolded in their typical organized chaos, getting three children fed, dressed, and ready for the day.
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April 2000

Kayla couldn't help but smile as she heard the soft humming noise coming from Steph's nose. It was a familiar sound, one that Kayla had grown to love over the years. She found it endearing and comforting, a reminder of the quiet moments they shared together.

Her blue eyes remained on Steph's peaceful face, taking in the gentle rise and fall of her chest as she breathed. She looked so serene and at peace. Kayla's heart swelled with love and affection for her wife. All the words Kayla was about to say were forgotten, replaced by a sense of contentment and gratitude. She leaned in, gently brushing away a strand of wavy, flaxen hair behind Steph's ear. The new mother had just given birth to Alyssa less than a month ago and still needed additional rest.

Steph stirred slightly, her humming growing softer, but she didn't wake. Kayla settled back onto the couch, wrapping her arms around her wife, holding her close. She closed her eyes, feeling the warmth and comfort of Steph's presence, and let the soothing sound of her humming lull her into a peaceful relaxation.

Just as Kayla was settling back, with the volume down on the movie they had been enjoying; the silence was broken with the shriek only a two-year-old can make filled their ears. Steph jumped awake and Kayla turned to see Laura running down the hallway, with a playful glint in her green eyes, and her dark curls bouncing behind her ears; giggling and smiling with her sister’s stuffed toy bear being jostled back and forth as she ran in her tiny steps.

A louder voice pierced the room, “Give that back! That is mine!” Exclaimed Abby.

That did not stop Laura as she continued to run and skip, “Come and git it if ya can, ha ha ha!” Laura retorted.

So much for a peaceful night Kayla rolled her eyes, as she leaped over the back of the couch and headed towards the commotion. Laura stopped in her tracks, her eyes grew large, Mommy was coming, Abby was behind her, so she made a beeline down the hallway.

“Little lady, don’t run from me.” Kayla exclaimed.

Laura stopped, turned around and looked straight ahead towards Kayla, lower lip out and only her eyes looking up. “Yes mommy.” with a quivering lower lip.

Kayla melted and softened her tone. “Did you ask your sister permission to play with her toys?” Her tone stern but tempered.

“No Mommy,” Laura sniveled. It’s mine now!” Laura turned around and bolted away as Kayla stood looking in shock.

Abby took off after her baby sister again.

“You little” ...With a snort of laughter, Kayla couldn’t help but be amused at her clever little one.

Suddenly, Steph appeared at the other end of the hallway and Laura made a quick turn, her laugh getting louder. The bandit started skipping, and much to no one’s surprise, Laura just wanted to play.

Kayla curled her fingers into claws and approached her child. “Gonna git ya baby girly, you can’t get away from me.”

Laura scrambled away giggling, and Abby and Steph went around the other way ready for her this time.

Kayla approached from behind her and voiced a suggestion. “I think it may be tickle torture night.”

Steph and Abby approached her from the kitchen and Kayla grabbed her from behind, and sat on the ground, laid on her back with Laura on top of her.

“Gotcha”! Kayla exclaimed as she started the tickling. Laura shrieked in delight as Steph and Abby joined in, suddenly, they stopped tickling Laura, and took advantage of Kayla on the ground, they came after her as Kayla was in a situation where she could not get up and get away without hurting one of them, As they got louder and louder, Kayla was struggling to catch her breath, “please, enough” she laughed. Then, out of the bedroom, a sound rang out, not a cry, but a giggle. A tiny, breathless giggle, as if someone were tickling Alyssa too.

“Did she just, is she laughing?” Steph said.

Kayla slipped free and padded back to Alyssa’s room. Their newborn was wide awake in her crib, feet kicking, face scrunched in a gummy smile, still giggling in small hiccupping bursts. Nobody was touching her. Nobody was in the room. Kayla scooped her up.

“What’s so funny, baby princess?” she murmured, cradling her. Alyssa settled against Kayla’s shoulder, the giggles fading to a contented hum.

“We have a house full of kids”, Steph joked, “Adults included”. The baby had fallen back to sleep as Kayla laid her back in the crib and she and Steph turned to face the children.

“Ms. Laura. Ms. Abigail. What’s the rule? No loud noises after the baby has gone to sleep.” They said together.

“You were laughing, Mommy.” Abby objected, smirking, Laura gently giggled.

Kayla squinted down at them both smiling but stern, hands on hips. “Laura, you ask permission first, and you Ms. Abby, we share in this house. And Mrs. Steph... “

Steph gawped at Kayla in shock, “What did I do?”, she questioned.

“Good catch, but you need to work on that interception.” Kayla joked.

Steph jokingly whispered in her wife’s ear, “Ms. Smarmy smartass.”

A grin crept across her lips as she shook her head back and forth, while in her best little girl voice stated, “Always and forever”.

Abby picked up the stuffed animal, looked at her parents, looked at Laura and smiled, handing the bear over to Laura, “You don’t have to ask permission anymore, he is yours now.”

With a gasp of delight, Laura hugged Abby with a big squeeze, “I wuv you big sister.”

“I love you too." Abby replied. Kayla and Steph looked on, Steph had a tear in her eye, and Kayla had her hands over her heart in pride.

Steph put her arm around Kayla and said, “We did something right.” “You two get into bed now.” Steph said still sniffing.

“Good night, Momma Steph, good night, Mommy Kay.” They stood in the hall outside the door and walked back to the living room.

“That was kind of fun. Kayla laughed; we have the most awesome kiddos.”

Steph smiled and agreed, “but her initial scream scared the crap out of me!” Just before they sat back down, Kayla reached over and planted a kiss on Steph, after a moment they looked at each other, smiled and hugged her carefully.

“I never thought I would be this blessed” Kayla sighed as she laid her head on Steph’s lap careful not to bump her tummy, who was still sore from just having Alyssa.
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June 2000

Kayla woke to silence, the particular silence of a house where someone else has already gotten up with the baby. She reached across the bed. Steph’s side was empty, the sheets still warm.

She found them in the nursery.

Steph was in the rocking chair, Alyssa cradled against her chest, a bottle propped at the perfect angle. The lamp on the dresser was off. Steph was feeding their daughter by the glow of the night light alone, her face lit in soft blues and shadows. She was humming something low and tuneless, more vibration than melody, and Alyssa’s dark eyes were fixed on her mother’s face with an intensity that stopped Kayla in the doorway.

Four months old, and that baby watched Steph like she was memorizing her.

Kayla leaned against the doorframe and said nothing. She could have announced herself. Steph hadn’t heard her approach, didn’t have Kayla’s enhanced senses to pick up footsteps in the hall. But something about the scene held her still. Steph’s bare feet tucked under her on the chair. The way her thumb stroked Alyssa’s wrist in slow circles. The quiet competence of a woman who had once been terrified of holding newborns and now did it like breathing.

This was the version of Steph that nobody else saw. Not Dr. Stephanie Schaffer of the Joint Medical Initiative. Not the composed military spouse who’d handled press conferences and security briefings without flinching. Just a mother, half-asleep, feeding her daughter in the dark and humming off-key.

Kayla loved every version of her wife. But this one undid her.

Alyssa’s hand came up and found Steph’s finger. The grip was startlingly strong. Steph winced slightly, then laughed under her breath.

“Easy, muscles,” she whispered. “That finger has to perform surgery later.”

“She’s got a grip on her,” Kayla said quietly from the doorway.

Steph looked up, unsurprised. “How long have you been standing there?”

“Long enough.” Kayla crossed the nursery and sat on the floor beside the rocking chair, her back against the wall, legs stretched out. “You should have woken me.”

“You needed the sleep.”

“So did you.”

“I’m a doctor. I’m used to operating on no sleep.” Steph shifted Alyssa slightly and the baby’s eyes tracked the movement, then found Kayla on the floor. Her gaze locked on and held. “There. Now she knows you’re here too.”

“She does that,” Kayla said, watching her daughter watch her. “That focused look. Like she’s cataloguing us.”

“Her muscle tone is ahead of where it should be,” Steph said, the doctor surfacing briefly through the mother. “And the way she tracks, the sustained attention, the deliberate eye contact. That’s closer to a six-month-old.”

“Castillo said to watch for accelerated milestones.”

“I know what Castillo said.” Steph’s voice softened. “I just didn’t expect it to be this obvious this early.”

They were quiet for a moment. Alyssa finished the bottle and Steph lifted her to her shoulder, patting gently. The burp, when it came, was impressively loud for someone who weighed nine pounds.

“Schaffer women,” Kayla said. “Overachievers from birth.”

Steph snorted. “That’s your side of the family.”

“The grip strength is definitely yours.”

Alyssa’s eyes were getting heavy now, her body going slack against Steph’s shoulder. Steph rocked slowly, the chair creaking in a rhythm that had become as familiar as a heartbeat in this house.

“I can take her,” Kayla offered.

“I’ve got her.” Steph pressed her lips to Alyssa’s head. “Go back to bed. I’ll be there in a minute.”

Kayla didn’t go back to bed. She stayed on the nursery floor, back against the wall, watching her wife rock their daughter to sleep. Down the hall, Abby muttered something about thermal conductivity in her sleep. Laura’s sheets rustled as she rolled over.

The house breathed around them. Four people Kayla loved, all under one roof, all safe.

When Alyssa was fully out, Steph laid her in the crib with the careful precision of someone defusing an explosive, one wrong move and the whole thing goes off again. They held their breath. Alyssa sighed, turned her head, and stayed asleep.

Steph reached down and pulled Kayla to her feet. “Bed. Now. Before someone else wakes up.”

“Yes ma’am.”

They made it as far as the hallway before Steph stopped, turned, and kissed her, slow and deliberate, one hand on Kayla’s jaw.

“What was that for?” Kayla asked.

“For standing in the doorway watching me like I was the most interesting thing you’d ever seen.”

“You were.”

They went back to bed.
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August 2000

The soft glow of the nursery night light cast gentle shadows across the walls as Kayla rocked five-month-old Alyssa in her arms. At this hour, the ranch was peacefully quiet, with only the occasional night sounds drifting in through the partially open window. Dressed in comfortable lounge pants and a faded Star Command Academy t-shirt, Kayla hummed a quiet melody as Alyssa's tiny hand gripped her finger with surprising strength.

"You've got quite a grip there, little one," Kayla whispered, smiling down at her youngest daughter. "Taking after your big sisters already."

The thought amused her, this tiny human showing such determination. Kayla brushed a finger over Alyssa's soft cheek, taking in every detail of her features in the dim light. The slight curl of eyelashes against her daughter's cheek, the tiny movement of her lips as she drifted toward sleep, even the gentle pulse visible at her temple, all perfectly clear to Kayla's exceptional vision.

She caught the soft pad of footsteps approaching long before the door creaked open. Steph appeared in the doorway, hair tousled from sleep, wearing one of Kayla's old t-shirts.

"Still not settling?" she asked softly.

"Almost there," Kayla replied. "She's fighting it, but losing the battle."

Steph crossed the nursery and perched on the arm of the rocking chair, resting her head against Kayla's shoulder as they both gazed down at their daughter.

"She looks more like you every day," Steph observed, tracing a finger along Alyssa's darkening wisps of hair.

"Poor kid," Kayla joked.

"Lucky kid," Steph corrected. "Our little miracle." She sighed contentedly. "I never thought I'd say this, but thank goodness for Dr. Castillo's futuristic medical techniques."

Kayla nodded. Dr. Castillo had been instrumental in their lives in so many ways, from Kayla's recovery after the crash to helping them conceive all three of their daughters through his revolutionary in vitro treatments.

As Alyssa's eyelids grew heavy, Kayla gently began to transition her from the rocking position to her crib. She rose smoothly from the chair and placed Alyssa down with perfect precision, never disturbing the baby's impending slumber.

They stood together for a moment, watching Alyssa's chest rise and fall in the peaceful rhythm of sleep. Kayla slipped her arm around Steph's waist, pulling her close.

"Back to bed?" she whispered.

"If you're sure she's down for the count," Steph replied.

Kayla tilted her head slightly, listening to the deepening of their daughter's breathing. "She's transitioning to REM sleep now. She'll be out for hours."

Hand in hand, they tiptoed from the nursery, leaving the door slightly ajar. In the hallway, Kayla paused, head cocked to one side.

"What is it?" Steph asked.

"Checking on the others," Kayla replied, listening to the rooms down the hall. "Abby's breathing is steady, deep sleep. And Laura is... mumbling something about ponies in her sleep."

Steph smiled, shaking her head slightly in admiration. "I still find it incredible that you can hear all that."

Kayla shrugged, a small smile playing at her lips. "Comes in handy with three kids."

Back in their bedroom, they slipped under the covers, settling into the familiar comfort of their shared space. Steph nestled against Kayla's side, her head finding its accustomed place on Kayla's shoulder.

"Did I tell you Abby asked if she could invite Dawn for her science fair next week?" Steph murmured, her voice already heavy with returning sleep.

"No," Kayla replied, smiling in the darkness. "But I'm not surprised. Those two have always had their special bond."

"Mmm," Steph agreed. "Dawn's already planning what to wear. Said something about not wanting to embarrass her 'favorite niece' in front of her classmates."

"As if Dawn could ever look anything but perfectly put together," Kayla said with a soft laugh.

They fell silent then, the rhythms of the ranch at night enfolding them, the distant hoot of an owl, the gentle rustle of wind through the trees, the almost imperceptible hum of the house systems Kayla had designed for maximum efficiency and minimum noise.

Just as Kayla was drifting off, she caught a new sound, a slight change in Alyssa's breathing pattern, followed by the distinct movements of a baby preparing to roll over. Fully alert in an instant, she slipped from bed without disturbing Steph.

"Kayla?" Steph murmured, only half awake.

"Alyssa's awake again," Kayla whispered. "I've got her."

By the time Kayla reached the nursery, Alyssa had indeed rolled onto her stomach and was pushing herself up with her arms, an expression of intense concentration on her small face. Kayla stood in the doorway, watching with fascination as her five-month-old daughter rocked forward, clearly attempting to crawl.

"Well, look at you, determined little explorer," Kayla said softly, moving into the room.

Alyssa's head turned at the sound of her mother's voice, a wide, gummy smile breaking across her face. Then, with remarkable coordination for her age, she pushed forward with her knees, managing to move several inches across the crib mattress.

"Your first crawl!" Kayla exclaimed in a hushed voice, not wanting to wake the rest of the house but unable to contain her excitement. She quickly lifted Alyssa from the crib, holding her up at eye level. "You brilliant girl!"

When Alyssa gripped the crib rail to pull herself up, Kayla heard a subtle creak, the wood actually bending slightly under that tiny hand. She'd need to reinforce the crib. These enhanced reproductive techniques seemed to produce remarkably strong babies.

Alyssa giggled, kicking her legs in delight at her mother's praise. Kayla brought her close, pressing a kiss to her forehead.

"You know what? This calls for a celebration, just you and me," she decided, carrying Alyssa toward the kitchen. "How about a midnight snack to commemorate this milestone?"

Downstairs in the kitchen, Kayla settled Alyssa in her high chair and prepared a small bowl of the pureed fruits that were the current favorite. As Alyssa eagerly accepted spoonfuls of the mixture, Kayla found herself marveling at her daughter's development. All three of their girls had reached milestones early, but Alyssa seemed to be progressing at an even more accelerated pace than her sisters had.

"Dr. Castillo did say there might be unexpected benefits from the specific techniques used for your conception," Kayla mused aloud, wiping a spot of fruit puree from Alyssa's chin. "Though I don't think even he anticipated quite this level of advancement."

Alyssa babbled in response, a series of sounds that seemed almost like an attempt at conversation rather than typical baby noises. Kayla listened intently, her exceptional hearing catching nuances that might have escaped others.

"Is that so?" she replied seriously. "Well, I completely agree that crawling is an essential skill for proper exploration. Very astute observation."

Alyssa giggled as if she understood the joke, then reached for the spoon with obvious intent to feed herself. Her coordination was impressive, managing to guide a small amount of puree into her mouth with minimal spillage.

"Independent as well as mobile," Kayla noted with a smile. "You're going to keep us all on our toes, aren't you?"

After finishing the midnight snack, Kayla cleaned Alyssa's face and hands, then carried her back upstairs. Instead of returning her directly to the crib, however, she brought her into the master bedroom where Steph was still sleeping.

"Steph," Kayla called softly, sitting on the edge of the bed with Alyssa in her lap. "Wake up for a minute. Someone has something to show you."

Steph stirred, blinking sleepily as she pushed herself up on one elbow. "What is it?" she asked, her voice thick with sleep.

"Watch this," Kayla said, placing Alyssa on the center of the bed.

For a moment, Alyssa simply sat there, looking between her mothers with bright eyes. Then, as if understanding she had an audience, she deliberately rolled onto her stomach and pushed herself up onto her hands and knees. With the same determined expression she'd shown earlier, she began to crawl across the bedspread toward Steph.

"Oh my goodness!" Steph exclaimed, now fully awake. "When did this happen?"

"About twenty minutes ago," Kayla replied, unable to keep the pride from her voice. "I heard her moving around in her crib and went to check. Found her practicing her new skill."

Steph held out her arms as Alyssa reached her, scooping the baby up in a congratulatory hug. "You clever, clever girl! Crawling all by yourself!"

"And quite coordinated about it too," Kayla added. "Not the usual first-attempt belly dragging. Proper hands and knees motion right from the start."

"Should we be surprised?" Steph asked, giving Kayla a knowing look over Alyssa's head. "Given how quickly Abby and Laura developed, and with Dr. Castillo's continued refinements to his methods..."

She left the thought unfinished, but Kayla understood. Each of their daughters had been conceived using Dr. Castillo's advanced in vitro techniques, developed initially to address Kayla's unique medical needs. With each child, those techniques had become more sophisticated. The doctor had been careful not to make specific promises about enhanced development, but he hadn't hidden his theories about potential beneficial side effects either.

"I think we should just be grateful for healthy, thriving children," Kayla said diplomatically. "Whatever advantages they may have."

"Agreed," Steph nodded, pressing a kiss to Alyssa's head. "Though we should probably baby-proof even more thoroughly than we planned. If she's crawling at five months..."

"She'll be walking by eight months at this rate," Kayla finished with a mixture of pride and trepidation. "I'll start on the additional safety measures tomorrow."

Alyssa, apparently satisfied with her demonstration and the resulting attention, gave an enormous yawn. Her eyelids drooped as the excitement of her new accomplishment gave way to the natural fatigue of a baby up well past bedtime.

"Back to the crib for you, little explorer," Kayla said, taking her gently from Steph's arms. "You'll have plenty of time to show off your new skills to your sisters in the morning."

By the time Kayla returned from settling Alyssa back in her crib, Steph had propped herself up against the headboard, clearly having decided that sleep was temporarily postponed.

"We're going to need to rethink some of our childproofing strategies," she said as Kayla slid back into bed beside her. "Especially for the workshop and the barn."

"Already on it," Kayla assured her. "I can install higher latches on critical doors, reconfigure some of the sensors to alert us if she approaches restricted areas."

"And the pond," Steph added, her physician's mind automatically assessing potential hazards. "Even a strong crawler could get into trouble there."

"I'll extend the fencing tomorrow," Kayla promised. "And program additional monitoring parameters into the security system."

They continued this planning session for several minutes, their parental instincts for safety working in tandem with their professional expertise. Steph identifying medical risks, Kayla devising technical solutions. It was a pattern well-established through ten years of parenting together, each contributing their unique perspective to create a home that was both safe and nurturing.

"We should call Dawn in the morning," Steph said eventually, changing the subject. "She'll want to know about this milestone. You know how she tracks all the girls' development."

Kayla smiled, thinking of Steph's sister and her dedicated interest in their daughters. As both Kayla's former rehabilitation specialist and Abby's caregiver during that difficult period, Dawn held a special place in their family. Though her work now focused on other patients, she maintained a professional curiosity about the girls' development alongside her deep personal attachment as their aunt.

"I'll call her after breakfast," Kayla agreed. "She's been predicting early mobility milestones for Alyssa since she first showed that exceptional head control at two months."

"She's rarely wrong about these things," Steph noted with a yawn, settling back down against her pillow. "Comes from all those years observing developmental patterns."

"And from knowing our family," Kayla added, sliding down to join her. "Dawn understands that Schaffer women tend to exceed expectations."

Steph laughed softly at that, her eyes already closing. "That they do," she murmured. "That they definitely do."

As Steph drifted back to sleep, Kayla remained awake a while longer, her mind working through the necessary modifications to ensure their increasingly mobile youngest daughter would remain safe as she explored her expanding world. The ranch offered incredible opportunities for their children to grow and learn, but it also presented unique challenges for parents of especially adventurous offspring.

Still, as she finally began to surrender to sleep, Kayla felt nothing but gratitude for these challenges. They were, after all, simply the natural consequence of raising three daughters who never did anything the easy way.

Tomorrow would bring the practical tasks of additional childproofing, system modifications, and the delightful chaos of introducing Alyssa's new mobility to her excited older sisters. But for now, with her exceptional hearing keeping easy track of all three sleeping children, Kayla allowed herself to rest, secure in the knowledge that their family was taking one more step, or crawl, forward together.
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Late August 2000

The kitchen was filled with the comforting aroma of fresh-baked bread as Steph removed two golden loaves from the oven. Baking had become her weekend ritual, a form of therapy after busy weeks at the medical center where she now worked part-time in collaboration with Dr. Castillo's team. Kayla sat at the island counter, reviewing schematics for a new propulsion system on her tablet while keeping one eye on five-month-old Alyssa, who was happily stacking blocks on the kitchen floor.

"These look perfect," Kayla commented as Steph set the bread on cooling racks. Her enhanced senses picked up the subtle notes of honey and wheat, making her mouth water in anticipation.

"Let's hope they taste as good as they look," Steph replied, removing her oven mitts. "I tried a new recipe with that artisan flour Nick brought from the specialty mill."

From the living room came the sounds of Abby and Laura engaged in what they called "sister school". Abby reading aloud from her favorite science books while Laura listened attentively, occasionally asking questions that revealed her own sharp intellect.

"...and that's why the stars look like they're twinkling," Abby's clear voice explained. "It's actually the Earth's atmosphere distorting the light."

"Like when you look through water?" Laura asked.

"Exactly! Good comparison, Laura."

Kayla smiled at the exchange. At nine, Abby had taken to teaching her three-year-old sister with remarkable dedication, creating structured "lessons" that somehow managed to keep even Laura engaged for surprising lengths of time.

Turning her attention back to Alyssa, Kayla watched as the baby carefully placed one block atop another, her little brow furrowed in concentration. At five months, Alyssa's motor skills continued to develop at an accelerated pace. She was now walking confidently across rooms with minimal support, using furniture and walls as occasional stabilizers.

"She's building a tower," Kayla observed, nodding toward Alyssa's growing stack of blocks. "Look at that focus."

"Five blocks high already. That's impressive spatial awareness for her age," Steph noted, pausing in her bread preparation to watch.

As if demonstrating her point, Alyssa reached for a slightly larger block, studied it momentarily, then placed it at the base of her tower rather than the top, a clear understanding that the larger, heavier piece belonged at the foundation.

"Smart girl," Kayla murmured approvingly.

Alyssa looked up at the sound of Kayla's voice, her dark eyes intelligent and alert. Then, to both mothers' astonishment, she pointed directly at Kayla and said, clearly and distinctly: "Mommy."

The kitchen fell silent. Kayla and Steph exchanged shocked glances.

"Did she just,?" Steph began.

"Mommy," Alyssa repeated, still pointing at Kayla. Then, with equal clarity, she turned to Steph and declared: "Mama."

Kayla was at Alyssa's side in an instant, moving from her chair to the floor with impressive speed.

"That's right, sweetheart!" Kayla exclaimed, trying to moderate her volume despite her excitement. "I'm Mommy, and that's Mama!"

Alyssa beamed at the praise, clearly pleased with herself. "Mommy," she said again, patting Kayla's cheek with a tiny hand. "Mama," she added, pointing again to Steph.

"Oh my goodness," Steph breathed, joining them on the floor. "Her first words, and they're both so clear!"

"Abby! Laura!" Kayla called toward the living room. "Come quick!"

The older girls appeared in the doorway, curious about the commotion.

"What's happening?" Abby asked.

"Alyssa just said her first words," Kayla explained, barely containing her excitement. "She said 'Mommy' and 'Mama'!"

Abby's eyes widened with delight. "Really? Can she do it again?"

"Let's see," Steph said, turning to Alyssa. "Who's this?" she asked, pointing to Kayla.

Without hesitation, Alyssa answered: "Mommy."

"And who am I?" Steph prompted.

"Mama," Alyssa replied confidently.

Laura clapped her hands in delight. "She can talk! She's so smart!"

Abby knelt beside her baby sister, her expression a mix of pride and excitement. "Alyssa, can you say 'Abby'?"

Alyssa studied her older sister intently, her little lips working as if practicing the new sound. "Ah... Abby," she finally managed, the second syllable less distinct but still recognizable.

"She said my name!" Abby gasped, looking up at her mothers with shining eyes. "I've been practicing with her every day during her playtime! I didn't think she was ready yet!"

"You've been teaching her to say our names?" Steph asked, impressed.

Abby nodded seriously. "And other important words too. Watch this." She turned back to Alyssa. "Alyssa, where's your doggy?"

To everyone's further amazement, Alyssa immediately looked around, spotted her stuffed dog a few feet away, and pointed, saying quite clearly: "Doggy."

"Three words in one day?" Kayla marveled. "That's extraordinary."

"Four, counting 'Abby,'" Steph corrected, a note of wondering pride in her voice.

Laura, not wanting to be left out, moved closer to Alyssa. "Can you say 'Laura'?" she asked hopefully.

Alyssa looked at her middle sister, blinking thoughtfully. "La, ra," she attempted, the full name still beyond her capabilities.

"That counts!" Laura decided, beaming. "She knows me!"

"Abby, how long have you been working on this with her?" Steph asked curiously.

"A few weeks," Abby admitted. "I read in my development book that babies understand words before they can say them, so I've been showing her pictures and saying the words over and over."

Kayla and Steph exchanged another glance, once again impressed by their eldest daughter's initiative.

"You're an amazing teacher, Abs," Kayla praised. "And Alyssa is clearly an exceptional student."

"Book," Alyssa said suddenly, looking directly at Abby.

Abby's face lit up. "Yes! She wants her picture book! That's what we use for word practice!"

Laura dashed out of the room, returning moments later with a chunky cardboard book filled with simple images. "This one?" she asked Alyssa.

"Book," Alyssa confirmed, reaching for it eagerly.

As Alyssa pointed at the picture book, Kayla could have sworn the book slid an inch closer to the baby's hand, but Laura had probably bumped the table. Still, combined with Alyssa's unusually advanced development, Kayla made a mental note to mention it to Dr. Castillo at the next checkup.

What followed was an impromptu demonstration as Abby guided her youngest sister through the book, pointing to images and encouraging Alyssa to name them. To the continuing amazement of her mothers, Alyssa correctly identified "ball," "cat," "cup," and "baby," though some pronunciations were still developing.

"I can't believe she knows all these words already," Steph said softly to Kayla as they watched the girls interact.

"I know," Kayla agreed, her enhanced hearing picking up the subtle shift in Steph's heartbeat that indicated both joy and a hint of concern. "It's well beyond typical development for five months."

"Dr. Castillo mentioned that his reproductive techniques might enhance certain genetic potentials," Steph recalled, keeping her voice low enough that only Kayla could hear it. "But I don't think either of us expected quite this level of acceleration."

"Are you concerned?" Kayla asked, studying her wife's expression.

Steph considered for a moment. "Not concerned, exactly. Just... aware that we might need to be prepared for Alyssa to continue developing at this accelerated pace. Intellectually, socially, emotionally."

"We've got a good track record so far," Kayla pointed out, nodding toward Abby and Laura, who were now taking turns showing Alyssa different objects and encouraging her to name them. "And with those two as her guides, I think she's in excellent hands."

"You're right," Steph agreed, her expression softening as she watched their daughters together. "Between Abby's patient teaching and Laura's enthusiastic encouragement, Alyssa couldn't ask for better role models."

"Plus," Kayla added
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