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(Three weeks after Horizon Crash)

Darkness pressed down on Kayla like deep water. She couldn’t remember sinking into it, only that she’d been there for a long time, or maybe no time at all. Time itself seemed broken.

A beep. Then another. Steady, mechanical, insistent.

She became aware of breathing, her own breathing, though it didn’t feel like hers. Each inhale scraped her throat raw, and her ribs protested the expansion. The exhale brought no relief.

Voices drifted through the murk. At first the words meant nothing; she heard only the worried rise and fall of voices. One voice kept repeating something. Her name? Was that her name?

Pain spread slowly from her core, settling into every nerve. Dull at first, then sharper. Her body cataloged the injuries without her permission: burning across her face, pressure in her chest, absence where there should be sensation.

Light stabbed through her left eyelid when it cracked open. She tried to close it again, but the voices grew more insistent. Shapes hovered above her, blurred dark ovals that gradually sharpened into faces.

Dr. Castillo frowned. A nurse she’d never seen before checked a monitor, her lips pressed into a thin line. And Tom. Tom’s jaw was clenched so tight she could see the muscle jumping beneath his skin.

Kayla commanded her body to move. Nothing. Nothing answered. She tried to lift her head and fire shot down her spine, forcing a strangled sound from her throat she didn’t recognize as human.

A hand settled on her shoulder, firm, grounding. “Easy, Captain.” Dr. Castillo’s voice carried something beneath the words, something heavy and final.

The ship. The images crashed through her mind in fragments: enemy vessels tearing through shields, coolant lines rupturing, klaxons screaming, Abby’s face as she pressed her into the escape pod. The deck tilting. Fire everywhere. The terrible mathematics of evacuation times versus structural failure. Her hands flying across controls she knew wouldn’t respond fast enough.

Her lips cracked when she parted them. Her tongue felt thick, useless. “The... ship...?”

Tom’s eyes met hers, and she watched his throat work as he swallowed. Once. Twice. “We made it out, Captain.” His voice came out hoarse. “Every crew member survived.” He paused, and she saw the effort it took him to continue. “But the Horizon... she’s gone.”

Kayla stared at him. Her left eye widened, and only her left eye. Something was wrong with the right side of her face. She couldn’t feel air moving across that cheek. Couldn’t feel anything at all except the bulk of bandages wrapped around her skull.

She tried to reach up, to touch her face, to understand. Her left arm trembled, weak and uncoordinated, but it moved.

Her right arm didn’t.

Kayla’s gaze traveled down her right side. The hospital gown lay flat against the mattress where her arm should have lifted it away from her body. Flat. Empty. Nothing.

Her breath stopped. Her chest locked. She tried again, tried to feel her right arm, to wiggle her fingers, to sense even the ghost of the limb. The absence roared louder than presence ever had.

The young nurse touched Kayla’s left hand with fingertips that barely made contact, as if Kayla might shatter. “Captain Mueller, you’re safe now. You’re on Sol Station. You’ve been in surgery and recovery for three weeks.”

Three weeks. The words made no sense. Three weeks was impossible. She’d just closed her eyes on the Horizon. Just pressed the evacuation sequence. Just...

“The injuries were extensive.” Dr. Castillo’s pause stretched too long. “The structural beam that trapped you during atmospheric entry...”

Kayla’s left hand moved of its own accord, searching, touching the flat space beside her. Her palm pressed against the mattress, feeling for something that should be there. Her fingers curled into the sheets, gripping nothing.

Then she tried her legs. Tried to flex her feet, bend her knees, feel the weight of blankets against her shins.

Nothing.

Her breathing accelerated. Short, shallow gasps that couldn’t get enough air. The beeping beside her sped up, matching her rising panic. With shaking fingers, she grasped the edge of the blanket and pulled.

Both legs ended mid-thigh. Clean stumps wrapped in fresh bandages.

A raw sound tore from her throat. The room tilted sideways. Dark spots crowded her vision. The monitors shrieked alarm.

Then her body jerked upright, every muscle engaging at once despite the agony. “Abigail!” The scream ripped from her damaged throat. “Where’s my baby! Abby!”

She thrashed against sheets that tangled around limbs that didn’t exist. Her left arm clawed at the covers. Her body wouldn’t cooperate. Pain exploded through her torso. Her hand grabbed the bed rail and she tried to heave herself up, to get to her daughter, to. 

Strong hands caught her shoulders. “Kayla, Kayla, it’s okay!” Tom’s face filled her vision, his hands gentle but unyielding. “Abby’s fine!”

“She’s safe, Captain.” The nurse moved closer, her voice cutting through the panic. “Your daughter is perfectly safe. She’s being cared for right now.”

Kayla’s left eye darted between them, wild, unfocused. Her chest heaved. “Where? Where is she?”

Tom’s grip on her shoulders softened. “She’s with your family in the waiting area. Your mother, Carly, Steven, they’ve all been here since the crash. And Dawn has been taking care of Abby. She’s been wonderful with her.”

The door burst open before Kayla could process the words. Small feet pounded across linoleum. A purple shirt with yellow stars, the one Kayla had bought her for her last birthday.

“MAMA!”

Abby’s small hands gripped the bed rail, her knuckles white with effort as she stretched up on her tiptoes. “Mama! You’re awake! You’re awake!”

Kayla’s arm shot out, too fast, coordination still broken, but it reached. Abby grabbed her hand with both of hers, squeezing with all the strength her three-year-old body could muster.

“I’m here, Mama.” Abby’s chin trembled. “Don’t be scared. I’m right here!”

“Abby.” Her voice broke. “My baby. My sweet baby. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry...”

Tom glanced at Kayla, reading her need, and lowered the bed rail. He scooped Abby up carefully and placed her on the bed beside her mother. “Very gentle,” he murmured.

Abby curled into Kayla’s left side immediately, her small body fitting perfectly into the curve of her mother’s arm. She nestled her face against Kayla’s hospital gown, carefully avoiding the bandages and tubes snaking across her body.

“I missed you, Mama.” Abby’s voice came out muffled. “So, so much.”

Kayla’s arm tightened around her daughter, the arm she had. She pressed her face into Abby’s hair, breathing in the scent of baby shampoo and something uniquely Abby. Solid. Real. Safe. “I missed you too, baby. I’m here now. I’m here.”

Behind Abby, the doorway filled with bodies. Bonnie pressed a hand to her mouth, tears streaming down her face. Carly’s eyes were red and swollen. Steven stood between them, his own face crumpling as he watched his sister hold her daughter.

“Kayla.” Bonnie’s voice broke on the name. She moved to the bedside, her hand hovering before settling gently on Kayla’s shoulder. “Oh, sweetheart. We’ve been so worried.”

“Mom?” Kayla’s gaze traveled from Bonnie to Carly to Steven, her gaze moving between them. “You’re all here?”

Carly took Kayla’s hand, and held it between both of hers. “We came as soon as we heard. We’ve been here for three weeks, waiting for you to wake up.”

Steven moved closer. His mouth opened. Closed. His eyes were bright with unshed tears. “Tom and I tracked your descent. Used the tractor beams to change your trajectory.” His voice cracked. “You were falling nose-first. I thought...” The words choked off.

“You saved my life.” Kayla’s voice barely rose above a whisper.

“You saved everyone else first.” Tom’s words came quiet but firm. “Every single crew member survived because of you. All the children. Abby, Maya, Carlos, Kai, Miguel, they’re all safe because you got them off the ship.”

Abby pulled back, her face serious in the way only a three-year-old’s could be. She studied her mother’s face, then reached up with one finger extended. She touched the edge of the bandage covering Kayla’s right eye with the gentleness of someone handling something precious.

“This owie hurts?”

Kayla’s throat closed. “Not anymore. It’s getting better.”

Abby’s gaze drifted down. Her small face scrunched in concentration as she processed what she was seeing. “Where your arm go?”

Kayla’s hand trembled against Abby’s back. Kayla searched for words Abby could understand. “My arm was hurt very badly in the crash, sweetie.” The words came slowly, carefully. “The doctors had to take it away so the rest of me could get better.”

Abby’s eyebrows contorted. “They took it? Where did they put it?”

Kayla almost laughed. “I... I don’t know, baby. But it’s okay. Dr. Castillo is going to make me a new arm. A special one.”

Abby’s eyes went round as moons. “Like a robot arm? Like Commander Data?”

Tom made a sound that might have been a laugh or a sob from the other side of the bed. Of course, Abby would make that connection. The crew had let her watch Next Generation episodes during family movie nights.

“Sort of like that.” Kayla nodded, her chin brushing the top of Abby’s head. “And new legs too. Dr. Castillo is going to make me new legs.”

Abby sat up and looked down at where the blanket lay flat over empty space. “Your legs gone too?”

“Yes, sweetheart.” Kayla pulled her daughter closer. “But I’m going to get better. It’s just going to take some time.”

Abby went quiet. Her face took on that concentrated look she got when she was working through something big. Then she leaned forward and pressed her lips to Kayla’s cheek, the left one, the undamaged one, with exquisite care. “I love you, Mama. Even with owies.”

Kayla pulled Abby close. She crushed Abby to her, one-armed and desperate, and sobbed into her daughter’s hair. “I love you too, baby. So much. More than all the stars in the sky.”

“That’s really, really much.” Abby patted Kayla’s shoulder with the exact rhythm Dawn must have used to comfort her over the past three weeks. “Don’t cry, Mama. You’re gonna get robot arms and legs and be all better.”

Kayla tried to pull in a breath that didn’t shake. Tried to stop the tears for Abby’s sake. “You’re right. I’m going to get better.”

Bonnie’s hand tightened on Kayla’s shoulder. “We’re all here for you, sweetheart. However long it takes. We’re not going anywhere.”

Kayla looked at each face surrounding her bed. Her mother, still beside her. Her sister, who’d always believed in her even when she didn’t believe in herself. Her brother, who’d risked everything to pull her from a burning sky. Her daughter, who still loved her even though she was broken. Her first officer, who’d refused to let her die alone in the void.

She’d lost her ship. She’d lost pieces of her body she’d never get back.

But she had them.

That night, after Abby had fallen asleep curled against her side and the family had quietly stepped out, Kayla lay in the dark and let herself feel it.

Not the version of it she’d shown them. Not the version calibrated for Abby’s eyes.

Her right arm wasn’t there. Her legs weren’t there. She kept reaching for them with a mind that hadn’t caught up with her body, kept expecting sensation from places that were only bandages and absence. She didn’t cry. She’d already cried in front of Abby, and she’d promised herself she wouldn’t make a habit of it. She didn’t want her daughter measuring every room for her mother’s grief before deciding whether it was safe to walk in.

But she let herself know it. Fully. In the dark, with no one watching.

This is what it is now.

She held the knowledge like a stone. Turned it over. Set it down.

Then she listened to Abby breathe.

In the morning, when Abby woke and immediately asked whether robot arms could wave, Kayla laughed and said she absolutely intended to find out.
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Four Days After Waking

The facility found its rhythm at night.

The footsteps, nurses’ conversations, meal trays, and Abby’s cheerful visits had faded hours ago. A hum. A beep. The occasional sound of someone moving through the corridor beyond her door, unhurried.

Kayla had been awake since midnight.

She knew because she’d watched the clock. Watched the numbers rolling over with mechanical indifference, marking the hours.

She’d tried her usual approach. Cataloguing. Breaking the problem into its component parts, spreading them out in her mind like a diagnostic array, examining each one with detached precision. It was how she had always managed what she couldn’t fix. Understand the system. Identify the failure points. Develop a response protocol.

Her right arm was gone. Amputated above the elbow. Range of motion in the left arm: reduced, rebuilding. Both legs, mid-thigh. The biosynthetic prosthetics were already in development. Tom had told her that, had said it with careful brightness in his voice. Dr. Castillo had shown her preliminary schematics.

She’d designed that technology.

The thought arrived the same way it always arrived: without warning, without mercy. She’d been lying there cataloguing, methodical, almost detached, and then. 

You built this. Every system. Every failure point. You understood exactly what it could do to a human body.

Her chest tightened. The facts she had listed so carefully offered no protection.

She pressed her left hand hard over her mouth.

The sound that came out of her anyway wasn’t crying. It wasn’t the measured grief she’d permitted herself in front of Abby, the tears she’d let fall because her daughter needed to see that crying was allowed. It was something older and uglier than crying. It came from somewhere below language, below thought, from the part of her that had been waiting behind every controlled response and careful sentence since she’d opened her eye and understood what had happened to her body.

Her shoulders shook. The shaking got worse. She turned her face into the pillow and it didn’t help at all.

I did this.

Not the crash. Not the enemy vessels or the failing shields or the terrible mathematics of evacuation time versus structural collapse, all of that was outside her control, was the awful arithmetic of combat she’d accepted when she’d taken command. But the machine that had trapped her. The beam that had come down. The system that had failed at the exact wrong moment, in the exact wrong configuration. 

She’d written the specs. She’d approved the tolerances. She knew the risk assessments she’d signed off on, could recite them from memory even now, could name the exact failure probability she’d deemed acceptable.

Acceptable.

A harsh laugh escaped her.

She didn’t hear the door. She only knew it had opened because the quality of the darkness changed, and then Bonnie’s voice cut through the noise she was making, low and steady, not startled, as though she’d been sitting somewhere nearby waiting for exactly this.

“Kayla.” Her mother’s hand found hers in the dark and held on. “I’m here.”

“Mom...” The word broke apart in her throat.

She’d meant to say something after it. Something coherent. Instead, everything she’d been holding since she woke up three weeks ago and understood what had happened, everything she’d calibrated and modulated and kept carefully outside the versions she showed to Abby, to Steven, to Tom, collapsed at once.

She cried until her breath caught, until she had no tears left, and still she shook. Bonnie didn’t tell her it was going to be okay. She didn’t offer words at all. She just held Kayla’s hand and kept holding it, which was the only thing that could possibly have helped.

The door opened again. Carly didn’t knock, didn’t pause, she crossed the room and sat on the edge of the bed and put her hand in Kayla’s hair, fingers gentle and steady. Said nothing. Just stayed.

Neither woman left.

She didn’t know how long it lasted. Eventually her breathing slowed, though her throat felt scraped raw.

She heard the soft click of the door again. Dr. Castillo moved through the room with his usual unhurried economy. He checked her vitals without commentary, his hands professional and matter-of-fact, as though three a.m. breakdowns were simply a feature of recovery rather than a failure of it. He prepared the sedative without asking whether she wanted it. He’d seen enough to know.

“This will help you sleep,” he said quietly.

Kayla didn’t argue. She was too exhausted to argue.

She felt the medication begin its work, a slow loosening, the edges of the room going soft. Carly’s hand was still in her hair. Bonnie’s thumb still moved in slow circles across her knuckles.

She built it, she thought, one last time.

And then, underneath that: She survived it.

She let the sedative pull her down, and slept without dreaming.
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The Following Weeks

Abby’s routine didn’t change when Mama woke up. Dawn made sure of that. Same wake-up time, six thirty, like clockwork. Same breakfast, oatmeal with cinnamon and raisins, the only combination Abby would eat without protest. Same morning playtime at the childcare facility. Same afternoon quiet time. Same evening routine.

“You hungry, little one?” Dawn held out a spoon of oatmeal, already cooled to the exact temperature Abby preferred. Abby opened her mouth obediently, even though her eyes kept drifting to the door of Dawn’s quarters.

“Mama coming today?”

“Maybe.” Dawn wiped a dribble of oatmeal from Abby’s chin with the edge of her thumb. “If Dr. Castillo says she’s strong enough for visitors.”

“Tomorrow.” Abby repeated the word, as though saying it might make it true. “Tomorrow Mama.”

Dawn had been twenty-one for exactly three months when she’d volunteered to care for Abby. The attending physician, a man twice her age with three kids of his own, had looked at her like she’d announced plans to perform surgery with a butter knife.

“You understand this could be weeks?” He’d crossed his arms. “Maybe months? You’d essentially be parenting a three-year-old while maintaining your internship duties. The sleep deprivation alone...”

“I understand.”

“Why?” He sounded genuinely puzzled.

She hadn’t been able to explain it then. Couldn’t explain it now, six weeks later, watching Abby carefully place her spoon in the empty bowl with both hands, mimicking the table manners Dawn had been teaching her.

“All done!” Abby announced.

“Good job. Now wash your hands.”

Dawn watched Abby slide off her chair and toddle to the bathroom, her purple shirt, the one with stars, the one she insisted on wearing every other day, still clean despite breakfast. The three-year-old had learned to be careful, deliberate, trying so hard to be good because being good meant getting to see Mama.

The medical wing always smelled the same, antiseptic and recycled air with an undertone of something Dawn couldn’t quite name. Dawn had stopped trying to name it.

That afternoon, Dawn held Abby’s hand as they walked the corridor. The toddler’s fingers squeezed tight enough to hurt, her grip intensifying with every step closer to Kayla’s room. She always got quiet like this right before visits, her chattering falling silent, her whole body going tense.

The moment Kayla’s door came into view, Abby’s hand slipped from Dawn’s grip.

“Mama!”

Small feet slapped against the floor in an uneven sprint. Dawn didn’t chase her. Abby needed to see her mother for herself.

Through the doorway, Dawn watched Abby scramble onto the bed. The toddler knew exactly where to climb now, always the left side, always careful of the tubes and wires, always fitting herself into the curve of Kayla’s arm like a puzzle piece finding its match.

Kayla’s arm wrapped around her daughter. She pressed her face into Abby’s hair, and Dawn could see her shoulders shaking, see the way her left hand clutched at Abby’s shirt like she was afraid the child might disappear if she let go.

Dawn turned away. She gave them a moment alone.

One afternoon, Dawn arrived to find Kayla standing at the viewport instead of in her wheelchair. She’d been standing more, building strength, the doctors said. Good progress.

Dawn set down the bag of toys and started sorting Abby’s collection. She didn’t say anything. She’d learned to read Kayla’s silences by now, which ones needed company and which ones needed to be left alone.

Today, she waited.

“She asked me this morning if my legs hurt,” Kayla said, still facing the viewport. “I told her no. They feel just like regular legs.” She paused. “That’s true, actually. They do.”

“But?” Dawn said.

Kayla was quiet for a moment. “But I still know they’re not. There’s something. I don’t know how to explain it. Not pain. Just an awareness. Like knowing a room is painted a slightly different color than it used to be. You stop noticing it after a while. Except sometimes you do.”

She didn’t say anything else. Dawn didn’t ask.

After a while, Abby came barreling in from the corridor and scrambled up onto the bed into the curve of Kayla’s arm, and Kayla pressed her face into her daughter’s hair laughing, and whatever had been in the room a moment before folded away out of sight.

Dawn watched Kayla’s face change. The change was so quick Abby would never have noticed.

Dawn said nothing.

“How are you doing this?” Kayla asked one afternoon. Abby had fallen asleep beside her on the bed, thumb in mouth, her other hand tangled in Kayla’s hospital gown. Dawn was sorting through a bag of toys Abby had brought to share, a collection that grew larger with each visit.

Dawn looked up from the stuffed rabbit she’d been examining. Its ears were worn soft from Abby’s constant carrying, one eye slightly loose. “Doing what?”

“All of it.” Kayla’s left hand made a gesture toward the room. “Your internship, taking care of Abby, visiting me every day. You’re twenty-one, Dawn. You should be... I don’t know, doing twenty-one-year-old things. Going to parties. Dating. Sleeping.”

Dawn turned the rabbit over in her hands, tracing the worn seam on its back where she’d had to restitch it after Abby’s enthusiastic play had started to tear it open. “I don’t know how to explain it.” She risked a glance at Kayla, then back down at the rabbit. “But from the moment I met you, I felt...” She searched for the right word, testing and discarding options in her head. “Connected. Like I was supposed to be here, supposed to help. Does that sound crazy?”

“No.” Kayla’s voice went soft, distant, like she was looking at something Dawn couldn’t see. “It doesn’t sound crazy at all.”

Steven found them like that more often than not. Dawn and Abby already there, settled in like they belonged. The three-year-old playing quietly on the floor while Kayla watched from the bed, or later, from the mobility chair Dr. Castillo had provided. Sometimes Kayla would be working through physical therapy exercises, lifting weights with her left arm, building strength she’d need for the prosthetics, and Dawn would be there, counting repetitions, offering water, entertaining Abby when the toddler got bored.

One evening, Steven stopped outside the observation window. Inside, Dawn sat cross-legged on the floor, helping Abby stack blocks into an increasingly precarious tower. Dawn’s hand hovered nearby, not touching, not interfering, just ready. Ready to catch it before it fell, before it made noise that might disturb Kayla’s rest.

The tower wobbled. Dawn’s hand shot out, lightning-fast, catching the top three blocks before they could tumble. She rebuilt them quietly, her movements economical, practiced. Abby didn’t even notice the intervention, just kept adding blocks to the structure with single-minded determination.

“She’s good with her.” Steven spoke quietly, though the window was thick enough that they couldn’t hear him inside.

Kayla had wheeled herself closer to the window, her left hand working the chair’s control with increasing confidence. “She’s amazing.” Kayla kept watching them. “Abby needed stability, routine, someone who was there every single day. Dawn gave her that.”

Steven watched Dawn mouth something to Abby, probably “good job” or “well done”, saw the way the toddler’s face lit up at the praise. “She gave you that too. Someone to trust with the most important thing in your life.”

Kayla’s left hand tightened on the wheelchair’s armrest, knuckles going white. “I need to find a way to thank her. Properly. Money doesn’t seem, it’s not enough. Nothing’s enough for what she’s done.”

“I think just being her friend is thanks enough.” Steven turned to look at his sister. “She doesn’t want recognition or payment. She just...” He gestured at the window, at Dawn carefully dismantling the block tower so Abby could start again. “She cares.”

Inside the room, Abby had abandoned the blocks in favor of climbing into Dawn’s lap. The young intern wrapped her arms around the toddler automatically, rocking slightly, and Abby’s eyes began to drift closed. Dawn kept rocking, kept humming something too quiet to hear through the glass, even as her own eyes showed the exhaustion of six weeks with minimal sleep.

She kept rocking Abby.

Bonnie had arranged her life in two-week increments. Two weeks of vacation time. Two weeks of unpaid leave. Another week of vacation. Another week unpaid. By the time six weeks had passed, she’d burned through everything she’d saved for the cruise Nick had been planning, the one he’d hoped might rebuild what he’d broken.

The cruise brochures were still in her quarters back on Earth. She’d left them there, unopened, when the call came about the Horizon.

“I feel guilty.” Kayla’s voice was quiet, almost lost in the hum of the medical equipment. Bonnie was checking her vitals, muscle memory from twenty-five years as a trauma nurse, her fingers finding Kayla’s pulse point automatically. Steven was in the corner chair, datapad propped on his knee, pretending to read. “You’re here all the time. You’ve been here for six weeks, Mom. Your job...”

“You almost died.” Steven’s interruption was sharp enough to cut. He set the datapad aside and crossed to the bedside in three strides. “Neither of us was going to be anywhere else. Not Mom, not me. Abby needed family around her, and you needed family around you, and that stopped being negotiable the second we got the call.” He reached out and took Kayla’s left hand, careful of the IV line taped to her skin. “Captain Rodriguez has been understanding. Tom covers for me when I need time away. None of it matters compared to being here.”

Bonnie finished recording Kayla’s blood pressure in the chart, still low, but improving by two points from yesterday, and met her daughter’s eyes. “And I’m exactly where I need to be. I’ve been a trauma nurse for twenty-five years, sweetheart. I know how critical family support is during recovery. I’ve watched patients with loving families heal twice as fast as those who go through it alone.” She adjusted the blanket over Kayla’s stumps with practiced gentleness, smoothing the fabric so it wouldn’t bunch. “You’re my daughter. There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”

“But your job...” Kayla tried again.

“Will be there when I get back.” Bonnie’s voice was firm, brooking no argument. “The emergency department always needs experienced nurses. They’ll take me back. But you?” She cupped Kayla’s face with one hand, her thumb brushing away a tear Kayla hadn’t realized had fallen. “You need me now. The job can wait.”

Kayla’s eye, the left one, the only one that still worked, filled with more tears. She blinked rapidly, trying to hold them back, failing. “Thank you. Both of you. I don’t know how I would have...” Her voice broke.

“Tom’s been amazing too,” Bonnie said, steering the conversation somewhere less emotionally fraught before Kayla broke down completely. “That man hasn’t missed a day visiting you. And the way he saved your life...” She shook her head, a small smile tugging at her lips. “He and Steven. You’re here because of them.”

Steven’s hand tightened on Kayla’s, his grip firm but not painful. “We weren’t going to lose you. Not after everything. Not after...” He stopped himself, unable to finish the thought.

The unfinished sentence hung between them. Steven didn’t need to complete it. They both knew how close they’d come to losing her forever.

But she had survived. She’d lost pieces of herself but gained something else, the knowledge that she was loved enough to be saved.
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QUIET CONVERSATIONS
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One evening, about three weeks after Kayla had woken up, Bonnie was helping her with gentle exercises, flexing the muscles in her left leg stump, maintaining what mobility remained, when she broached a subject she’d been avoiding.

“Kayla, there’s something I need to tell you.” Bonnie kept her voice neutral, clinical, using the tone she’d perfected over decades of delivering difficult news to patients. “About your father.”

Kayla’s expression immediately closed off, her face going blank in a way that reminded Bonnie of steel doors slamming shut. “I don’t want to...”

“Just listen.” Bonnie’s hand stilled on Kayla’s leg. “Please. You don’t have to respond, you don’t have to forgive him, you don’t have to do anything. But I think you should know.”

Kayla was silent. Her jaw clenched tight enough that Bonnie could see the muscle jumping. But she didn’t ask Bonnie to stop.

“Nick wanted to come.” The words came slowly, carefully. “When we got the news about the crash. He wanted to be on the first transport to Sol Station. He was frantic, Kayla. Absolutely beside himself.

“But he didn’t come.” Kayla’s voice was flat, empty of emotion. A statement, not a question.

“No. He didn’t. And do you know why?” Bonnie met her daughter’s eyes, holding her gaze. “Because he knew about your standing orders. That he wasn’t to be contacted as family if anything happened to you. And he chose to respect that boundary.”

Kayla’s left hand twitched against the bedsheet. Her eyebrow, the visible one, raised slightly. Surprise, despite everything.

“He called Steven.” Bonnie continued the exercise, her hands moving gently, professionally, even as she watched Kayla’s face for reaction. “Asked him to pass along messages to you when you were ready. That he’s proud of you. That he loves you. That he’s sorry. But that he would wait. However long it takes. Until you’re ready.”

“That’s...” Kayla paused, her forehead creasing. “That’s not like him.”

“He’s changed.” Bonnie switched to the other stump, her movements methodical. “He’s been in therapy for two years, Kayla. Working through his prejudices, his anger, all the damage he caused. It’s been hard work, and he’s still working on it. But he’s trying. Really trying.”

Kayla stared at the ceiling. “What made him finally decide to change?”

“Almost losing you the first time, I think.” Bonnie’s voice went soft. “When you left, when you made it clear you were done, something broke in him. He realized he’d destroyed his relationship with his daughter over his own bigotry. That he’d rather have no principles at all than lose you because of them.” She paused, choosing her next words carefully. “He’s not the same man he was, sweetheart. I’m not saying you have to forgive him or see him. Your boundaries are your own. But I thought you should know that he’s working on himself. That he respects your wishes enough to stay away even though it’s killing him.”

Kayla looked away. He had respected her boundary this time. That didn’t erase the years when he hadn’t.

“I’m not ready to see him.” The words came slowly, each one weighted. “I don’t know if I ever will be.”

“And that’s okay.” Bonnie finished the exercise and covered Kayla’s legs with the blanket again. “You get to decide what relationship you have with him, if any. I wanted you to know that he’s trying. That’s all.”

“Thank you for telling me.” Kayla’s voice was barely above a whisper. “It’s... it’s good to know he’s working on himself. Even if I’m not ready for more than that.”

Bonnie squeezed her hand. “That’s enough for now. More than enough.”

In the days that followed, Bonnie stayed close through Kayla’s exercises and recovery. Sometimes, she brought news of Nick.

“He organized prayer chains for you.” Bonnie mentioned it one afternoon while helping Kayla with arm exercises, as she adjusted the resistance band. “Called everyone we know. Churches, family friends, even people he’d lost touch with years ago. He was desperate for any kind of help he could offer, even if it was just prayers.”

Kayla flexed her arm against the resistance band, her muscles trembling with effort. “He prayed for me?”

“Every day. Multiple times a day.” Bonnie adjusted the tension on the band. “I’m not trying to convince you to forgive him, sweetheart. I’m just telling you what happened. What’s been happening.”

Another day, while Bonnie was checking Kayla’s surgical sites for signs of infection, she added more. “He asks about you constantly. Every phone call with Steven, every video call with me. How are you healing? Are you in pain? Is Abby okay? He wants to know everything, but he never pushes to be included. Never asks when he can visit. Just... asks how you are.”

“That must be hard for him.” Kayla was surprised to hear herself say it.

“It is. But he knows it’s his own fault. And he’s accepting the consequences of his actions.” Bonnie cleaned the surgical site. “That’s growth, Kayla. Real growth.”

One afternoon, when Kayla was exhausted from physical therapy, Bonnie brought Nick up again.

“He told me he wishes he could go back and do everything differently.” Bonnie supported Kayla’s left arm as she lifted the weight again, keeping it from dropping too fast. “Not just the past few years, but all of it. From the beginning. From the moment you first tried to tell him who you were.”

Kayla’s arm trembled. The weight wavered. “What did he say exactly?”

“He said he wasted so much time being angry at something that didn’t matter. That he was fighting against who you were instead of fighting for you. And now he might never get the chance to make it right.” Bonnie’s voice was gentle, careful. “He knows he broke something that might never be fully repaired.”

Kayla lowered the weight, breathing hard. “I’m glad he’s changing. I am. But Mom...” She paused, gathering her thoughts, her hand gripping the armrest of her chair. “The damage he did. The things he said. The way he made me feel like I was wrong for just being who I am, that doesn’t go away just because he’s in therapy now. It doesn’t erase the years of pain.”

“I know, baby. I know.” Bonnie’s hand settled on Kayla’s shoulder, warm and solid. “And no one expects it to. Especially not Nick. But at least he’s trying to be better. That’s something.”

“It is.” Kayla agreed softly, her eye distant. “It’s more than I expected. More than I thought he was capable of.”

“People can surprise us,” Bonnie said. “Sometimes in terrible ways. But sometimes, rarely, but sometimes, in good ways too.”
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THE FIRST SURGERY
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Six Weeks Post-Crash

As the six-week mark approached, Bonnie knew the leave she had arranged would not last forever. She had used vacation time, unpaid leave, and favors from colleagues back on Earth. But she was not going home before Kayla’s arm surgery. Not while her daughter was still learning to use the hand she had lost.

She had stayed through the worst of it. Her daughter was going to survive.

Dr. Castillo had explained the plan in detail during a consultation that included both Kayla and Bonnie. He’d brought up holographic displays, medical charts, 3D models of limbs that rotated in the air between them. His hands moved as he spoke, tracing connections, showing neural pathways, explaining science made real.

“A series of surgeries to prepare your body for prosthetics.” His voice was calm, professional, but Bonnie could hear the excitement beneath it, the anticipation of a surgeon facing an untested procedure. “The first will address your right eye and ear, restoring function to the damaged sensory organs. The second will prepare your arm socket for the prosthetic limb. The third and most complex will be your legs, creating neural interfaces that will allow the limbs to function as naturally as possible.”

Bonnie had reviewed all the technical specifications that night in her quarters. Every page of research data. Every surgical protocol. Every risk assessment and complication matrix. Her professional assessment was positive, the science was sound, the procedures carefully planned, though she’d found areas where she suggested additional monitoring. She’d sent Dr. Castillo a three-page document of recommendations, and he’d implemented every single one.

“The technology is experimental.” Dr. Castillo’s warning had been clear, his gaze direct. “But I’ve been developing it for years. You’ll be the first human to receive the full treatment. There are risks, infection, rejection, neural complications. But if it works...”

“Will I...” Kayla had hesitated, her hand picking at the edge of her blanket. “Will I look normal? Or will it be obvious?”

“My goal is for the prosthetics to be indistinguishable from natural limbs.” Dr. Castillo’s voice carried conviction, certainty. “Biosynthetic tissue that looks, feels, and functions like the real thing. You’ll have sensation, fine motor control, temperature sensitivity, everything you had before.” He leaned forward, his eyes holding hers. “I can’t give you back what you lost, Kayla. But I can give you something close. Something that will let you live your life fully. Command a ship again, if that’s what you want. Hold your daughter with both arms. Run. Dance. All of it.”

Kayla’s throat had worked, swallowing hard. “When can we start?”

“Your body needs more healing first. But in about two weeks, we can do the first surgery. Then we’ll space them out to allow for recovery between each one.”

Bonnie told her supervisor she would stay through the arm surgery and the first days of rehabilitation afterward. She would deal with the consequences when she got home. For now, she needed to see her daughter use that hand again.

The first surgery, on Kayla’s right eye and ear, was scheduled for six in the morning. Bonnie had been up since four, checking and rechecking everything, unable to quiet either her nurse’s instincts or her worry. She’d reviewed the surgical plan three times. Checked Kayla’s vitals four times. Made sure every possible complication had a response protocol.

“Mom, you’re making me nervous.” Kayla’s voice was quiet as the pre-op team prepped her. They were inserting the IV line, checking her blood pressure, marking surgical sites with purple marker.

“Sorry, sweetheart. Occupational hazard.” Bonnie took her daughter’s hand and held it between both of hers. “I’ll be right here when you wake up.”

“You’re staying?” Kayla asked. It wasn’t quite a question. Her left eye, the working one, searched Bonnie’s face.

“Through the arm surgery,” Bonnie said. “And until I know you’re getting your feet under you again. Steven and Dawn are here, but I’m your mother. I want to be here too.”

The surgery took six hours. Six hours where Bonnie paced the observation area, watching the surgical displays trying to follow the procedure rather than watch the clock. She watched Dr. Castillo’s hands work with microscopic precision, watched the components integrate with Kayla’s existing tissue, watched the neural connections form in real-time on the imaging screens.

When they wheeled Kayla to recovery, Bonnie was there, already scrubbed and waiting. When the anesthesia began to wear off, when Kayla’s breathing changed from the deep unconscious rhythm to something lighter, more aware, Bonnie was holding her hand.

Three days later, when the bandages came off, Bonnie was standing beside Dr. Castillo. She watched as he carefully unwound layer after layer of gauze.

Steven had arranged to be there for the big reveal, standing beside Dawn and Abby near the window. His face was anxious, his hands shoved deep in his pockets to keep from fidgeting. Dawn held Abby, the toddler unusually quiet, sensing the importance of the moment.

Dr. Castillo removed the final layer of bandages slowly. “Open your eyes, Kayla.”

Both eyes opened. Both tracked movement. Both saw clearly, the pupils contracting in response to the light.

“I can see you.” Kayla’s voice was breathless, wondering. She looked at Dawn, who’d brought Abby to visit. “Really see you. With both eyes. Not just...” Her gaze shifted to Steven. “I can see you too. Steven. Both of you. Everything.”

Steven’s eyes grew bright with tears he didn’t bother to hide. “Of course. I wouldn’t miss this.”

Then Kayla turned to Bonnie, and for the first time in six weeks, she could see her mother clearly with both eyes. The tears on Bonnie’s cheeks. The smile breaking across her face.

“Mom. I can see you.”

Bonnie began to cry. She leaned down and hugged her daughter carefully, mindful of the fresh surgical sites, her face pressed against Kayla’s hair. “You can see me, baby. Both eyes working perfectly. And you can hear me on both sides too.”

“I can.” Kayla whispered as she turned her head, testing her restored hearing. The slight rustle of Bonnie’s clothing. The hum of medical equipment. Steven’s breathing. Dawn’s whispered reassurance to Abby. “I’d forgotten what it was like. To have everything work.”

Carly and Candace were on a video call for the moment, their faces filling a screen on the wall. Both were crying with relief as they watched Kayla look around the room with both eyes, watched her react to sounds on both sides.

The reconstructive work had left minimal scarring, just a faint line near Kayla’s temple that would fade with time.

“Mama can see me!” Abby exclaimed, waving her hands in front of Kayla’s face with three-year-old enthusiasm. “Both eyes!”

“I can, baby.” Kayla’s smile was wide, genuine, . “I can see your beautiful face so clearly now. Every freckle. Every eyelash.”

Tom visited later that evening, his relief palpable as he stood in the doorway. “It’s good to see both your eyes again, Captain. You look more like yourself.”

“I feel more like myself.” Kayla’s admission was quiet, but her voice held something it hadn’t before, hope. “It’s amazing what a difference it makes. I didn’t realize how much I was missing until it came back.”
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BEHIND THE GLASS
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Nick arrived at Sol Station with John two days later. Bonnie met them outside the medical wing. She had told Nick before he left Earth that this was a visit to her, not to Kayla. He had agreed without arguing, which was new enough that she had noticed.

“How is she?” Nick asked. He had hardly looked at the station on the way in. John stood beside him with an overnight bag, watching his brother.

“Her eye and ear surgery went well,” Bonnie said. “She can see and hear properly again. The arm is next.” She hesitated. “You can look through the observation window. She won’t know you’re here. But you are not going into that room, Nick.”

“I know.” He swallowed. “I won’t.”

Through the glass, Kayla lay propped against pillows, asleep after a difficult morning. The blanket covered the places where her legs ended. Her right sleeve was pinned flat. Bonnie had grown used to the equipment, the monitors, the care required to move her daughter without causing pain. Nick had not.

He put one hand against the window and took it away again. “That’s my little girl.” His voice was so quiet Bonnie barely heard him.

John looked at Kayla, then at his brother. “She’s alive,” he said. “That matters. And she has people looking after her.”

Nick nodded, but he did not turn away. “I spent all those years making her afraid to come home.” He rubbed a hand over his mouth. “And now I can’t even go in and tell her I’m sorry.”

“You could tell her,” Bonnie said. “That isn’t the problem. The problem is what she’d have to do with it. She’s got enough to carry right now.”

Nick lowered his eyes. “I thought I understood what I’d done. In therapy, I mean. I talked about it. I said the words.” He glanced back through the glass. “I didn’t understand.”

John moved closer. “Then keep going. Go back to therapy and tell him exactly what you just told us. Don’t turn this into a promise you make here and forget when you’re home. I’ll help you, Nick. I’ll go with you if you want.”

“I want to,” Nick said. His voice cracked. “I don’t know if she’ll ever want me near her again.”

“That’s her decision,” John answered. “You work on yourself because you should have done it years ago. Not because she owes you another chance.”

Bonnie stayed between them and the glass. On the other side, Kayla shifted in her sleep and frowned, and Bonnie instinctively looked for the nurse. When she turned back, Nick had stepped away from the window.

“Tell her I’m praying for her,” he said, then shook his head. “No. Don’t. She doesn’t need another message from me.”

John put a hand on his shoulder. “Come on. Let’s get you something to eat.”

Bonnie watched them walk away before she went back into Kayla’s room. She said nothing about the visit. Kayla had not asked to see her father, and Bonnie would not make the decision for her.
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THE ARM SURGERY
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The arm surgery came next, scheduled with the precision of a military operation. Dr. Castillo had prepared for months, running simulations, perfecting the technique, ensuring every variable was accounted for.

The limb was a marvel. Dawn had been allowed to see it before the surgery, a perfect recreation of a human arm, complete with synthetic skin that felt remarkably real, with fingerprints and pores and tiny hairs. It looked like it had been grown rather than built.

“The neural integration is the critical part.” Dr. Castillo had explained during the pre-op consultation, his hands moving over holographic displays that showed the arm in rotating three-dimensional detail. “We’re not just attaching a prosthetic. We’re creating a direct neural pathway from your brain to the tissue. Teaching your nervous system to recognize this arm as part of your body.”

“How long will that take?” Kayla had asked.

“Weeks of intensive therapy. Your brain needs to learn the new neural pathways, create the connections that will allow for natural movement and sensation. At first, everything will feel foreign, wrong. But gradually, it will become automatic. Natural.”

The surgery itself took eight hours. Steven and Bonnie were there for all of it, sitting together in the observation area, watching the displays that showed Dr. Castillo’s team working. Bonnie watched until she could no longer bear the screen, then stood and paced while Steven kept his eyes on the door.

When Kayla woke up, the first thing she noticed was weight. Her right side had weight again. Balance. She turned her head slowly, carefully, and saw it.

An arm. Her arm. Lying on the hospital bed beside her.

“Try to move your fingers.” Dr. Castillo’s voice was calm, encouraging. “Just think about it. Don’t force it. Just... think about moving them.”

Kayla focused. Thought about her fingers curling. About making a fist.

Nothing happened.

She tried again. Concentrated harder. Imagined her fingers bending at the knuckles, her thumb pressing against her palm.

The pinky finger twitched.

Steven, standing beside the bed, made a sound somewhere between a laugh and a sob. “Look at that. Did you see that? It moved!”

“That’s excellent, Kayla.” Dr. Castillo smiled, proud. “That’s the neural connection forming. It’s working. Now try again. Different finger this time.”

Over the next few days, she learned to move each finger individually. Then together. Then to bend her wrist, rotate her forearm, flex her elbow. Each movement demanded concentration, though the effort eased with practice.

A week after the surgery, during a therapy session with Dawn assisting, Kayla picked up a cup of water. The movement was clumsy, her new fingers gripping too hard at first and nearly crushing the cup. But she adjusted. Lifted it. Brought it to her lips. Drank.

“Let’s try something with more give to it,” Dawn suggested, retrieving a tennis ball from the equipment cart. “This will help you learn pressure control.”

Kayla took the fuzzy yellow ball, squeezing experimentally. The feedback from her fingertips was different than with the cup, she could feel the ball’s texture, its slight compression under her grip.

“Good,” Dr. Castillo said, making notes on his tablet. “Now try to...”

Bonnie stood beside Dawn, close enough to see the tendons shift beneath the synthetic skin. She had spent the morning watching Kayla struggle to pick up a cup without crushing it. Now, as Kayla closed her fingers around the ball, Bonnie found herself holding her breath.

The ball exploded with a sharp POP that echoed off the walls like a gunshot.

Dawn jumped backward . Steven’s hand flew to his chest. Dr. Castillo dropped his tablet, fumbling to catch it.

Bonnie flinched, then caught herself reaching for Kayla before she had even checked whether her daughter was hurt. “Kayla? Your hand—are you all right?”

“Holy...” Steven breathed, staring at the shredded remains of rubber and felt hanging from Kayla’s fingers.

“I’m so sorry!” Kayla released the debris, flushing. “I just squeezed a little and...”

“That was AWESOME!” Abby bounced on her toes near the doorway, eyes wide with delight. “Do it again, Mama! Do another one!”

“I’m fine, Mom.” Kayla opened her fingers. Shreds of yellow felt fell into her lap. She stared at them, then looked up at Bonnie with a helpless, embarrassed little smile. “I think I overdid it.” Bonnie laughed, partly from relief. “A little.”

Dr. Castillo bent to retrieve a piece of the obliterated ball, examining it with a mixture of concern and fascination. “The force required to rupture a tennis ball like that is... considerable. Kayla, we need to recalibrate your pressure sensors. That shouldn’t have...”

“Can she do it again?” Abby tugged on Dawn’s sleeve. “Please? That was so cool!”

“Abby, sweetie, no.” Steven’s voice was still shaky. “Your mama needs to learn gentle before she learns... whatever that was.”

Dawn had recovered her composure, though her hand remained pressed over her heart. “Well, that certainly tests the neural feedback system. But perhaps we should work on fine motor control before we attempt any more... explosive demonstrations.”

“It’s strange,” Kayla said afterward, after she managed to hold another cup without crushing it. She flexed her fingers, watching them move in response to her thoughts. “I can feel it. Actually feel it. The texture of the cup, the temperature of the water, the pressure against my fingertips. But I know it’s not really mine. It’s synthetic. Artificial. A replacement for what I lost.”

“It is yours now.” Dawn’s voice was gentle but certain. “Just like your other arm is yours. Different origin, same function. Your brain is treating it as part of your body. That’s what matters.”

Kayla learned to use her new arm slowly. At first, every movement required attention. Reach. Grasp. Lift. Release. Like learning to play piano, each action requiring thought and effort.

But gradually, after hours of practice that exhausted her concentration, it became natural. The movements became automatic. She could reach for things without thinking. Could hold Abby with both arms again, could feel her daughter’s warmth against both sides of her body instead of just the left.

Could brush Abby’s hair with one hand while holding her steady with the other. Could tie her daughter’s shoes, button her jacket, manage the small tasks she had missed most.

“Mama has two arms now!” Abby announced proudly one day, throwing herself at Kayla for a hug. She wrapped her small arms around Kayla’s neck, and Kayla wrapped both arms, both arms, around her daughter. “Real arms that can feel things!”

“I do, baby.” Kayla’s voice broke with emotion. She pressed her face into Abby’s hair, breathing in the scent of baby shampoo. “Thanks to Dr. Castillo and Aunt Dawn and all the people helping Mama get better.”

Later, at the childcare facility, Abby excitedly told Miss Steph the news. Her words tumbled over each other.

“Mama has two arms now! Real arms that can feel things! She hugged me with BOTH arms, Miss Steph! Both of them!”

Steph smiled, pleased for Kayla and sorry she had missed it. Couldn’t witness Kayla’s face when she’d first held her daughter with both arms. Couldn’t share in that moment of triumph. “That’s wonderful, Abby. Your mama is very strong.”

“She is!” Abby agreed with absolute certainty. Then her face scrunched up in thought. “Do you have a mama, Miss Steph?”

“I do.” Steph’s voice went soft, distant. “And I love her very much. Just like your mama loves you.”

“My mama loves me the mostest.” Abby declared it with absolute confidence.

That evening Bonnie found Dawn cleaning the last bits of yellow felt from the therapy room. “She frightened me half to death,” Bonnie said. Dawn grinned. “She frightened all of us.” Bonnie leaned against the doorway. “But she held Abby afterward. She didn’t even have to think about how to do it.”

Dawn set the dustpan down. “She still has a long way to go.” “I know.” Bonnie looked toward the corridor leading to Kayla’s quarters. “I think I can go home now. Not because she’s finished. Because she’s getting better, and I believe she’ll keep getting better even when I’m not standing beside her.”
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BONNIE’S DEPARTURE
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After watching Kayla begin to control her new arm, Bonnie finally prepared to return to Earth. Her bags were packed, her transport scheduled for ten o’clock. She had stayed through the surgery and the tennis ball incident, through the startled laughter and the slow, careful work that followed. Now she had seen her daughter hold Abby with both arms. It was enough to let her go home without feeling she was abandoning her.

“I don’t want to go.” Bonnie sat on the edge of Kayla’s bed, her professional mask completely gone. “I want to stay for all of it. Every surgery, every milestone, every step forward.”

“But you have a life, Mom. A job.” Kayla took her mother’s hand with her hand. “You’ve already given me six weeks. That’s more than I could have asked for. More than I had any right to expect.”

“You had every right.” Bonnie’s voice was fierce. “You’re my daughter. And you’ll always have that right.” She paused, . “And I’ll be back to visit, as often as I can. Every chance I get.”

“I know.” Kayla squeezed her mother’s hand. “And I want updates. Every day. From you or Steven or Dr. Castillo. I want to know everything that happens.”

“You’ll get updates.” The promise was immediate, unequivocal. “Daily reports from your favorite patient.”

Bonnie brushed a thumb across Kayla’s knuckles. “You’ve always been my favorite patient. Even when you were little and fought me on every medication, every bedtime, every vegetable.”

“I was a difficult child.” Kayla’s smile was small but real.

“You were a wonderful child. You still are.” Bonnie leaned down and kissed her forehead, her lips lingering there for a moment. “I’m so proud of you, Kayla. Not just for what you did on the Horizon, saving all those people, sacrificing yourself to get them out safely. But for how you’re facing this. The strength, the determination, the way you keep fighting even when it would be so much easier to give up. You’re incredible.”

“I learned it from you.” Kayla’s voice was barely above a whisper. “You never gave up on me. Even when Dad did. Even when it would have been easier to side with him, to make your life simpler. You always believed in me. You always chose me.”

“Always.” Bonnie said. “And I always will. No matter what. No matter where. You’re my daughter, and nothing, nothing, will ever change that.”

Steven appeared in the doorway, his face apologetic. “Mom, your transport is ready. They’re doing final boarding now.”

Bonnie stood reluctantly, her hand slipping from Kayla’s . “Take care of your sister. And your niece. Don’t let her overdo it in physical therapy, she’ll push too hard if you let her.”

“I will.” Steven said. “And I’ll make sure you get those daily updates. Morning and evening reports, medical data, everything.”

“Dr. Castillo.” Kayla’s voice stopped him before he could follow Steven out. He turned from the doorway, his expression attentive. “I need you to do something for me before she leaves.”

He crossed back to her bedside. “Of course.”

“My mother has been providing professional nursing care here for six weeks.” Kayla kept her voice even, deliberate. “Not just emotional support, actual clinical nursing. Monitoring vitals, tracking my recovery, catching things your team might have missed on the overnight shifts. Every hour she spent at this bedside was an hour she wasn’t at her hospital, which meant her patients were covered by someone else. That’s a professional service. It should be compensated as one.”

Bonnie made a sound of protest from across the room. “Kayla, I’m not going to take money for...”

“Yes, you are.” Kayla’s tone was the one she used on the bridge when she wasn’t accepting arguments. “I run a company that compensates people fairly for their work. This is no different.” She looked back at Dr. Castillo. “I want you to have the medical department contact Carrie Reeves at Mueller Innovations, she handles executive operations. Tell her I’m authorizing payment for nursing services rendered. Six weeks, full clinical rate. She’ll take care of it.”

Dr. Castillo nodded, his expression unreadable but something warm behind it. “I’ll see to it personally.”

“Kayla.” Bonnie’s voice had gone quiet, the argument drained out of it. She stood there a moment, looking at her daughter with an expression Kayla couldn’t entirely read. Then she said, “You didn’t have to do that.”

“I know.” Kayla met her eyes. “That’s not why I’m doing it.”

Dawn had brought Abby to say goodbye to Gamma Bonnie. The three-year-old launched herself at her grandmother, small arms wrapping around Bonnie’s legs with surprising strength.

“Come back soon, Gamma.” Abby’s voice was muffled against Bonnie’s pants.

“I will, sweetheart. I promise.” Bonnie bent down and scooped Abby up, holding her close. She kissed the top of her head, breathing in the scent of baby shampoo and something uniquely Abby. “You be good for Aunt Dawn, okay? And take care of Mama.”

“I’m always good.” Abby declared with three-year-old certainty, making everyone laugh despite the tears.

“I bet she does.” Steph pulled the child into a gentle hug, her eyes closing against the sting of tears. “I absolutely bet she does.”

That evening, after Abby was asleep, Kayla sat by the viewport for a long time. The arm was perfect, she knew that. She could feel the stars through the glass with both hands, pressure registering identically, temperature sensitivity indistinguishable from what she remembered. Dr. Castillo had given her something remarkable.

She kept waiting to feel only grateful.

What she felt instead was more complicated. The arm worked. It looked like her arm. It responded like her arm. And somewhere underneath the gratitude was a grief she couldn’t quite name, not for the arm she’d lost, exactly, but for the version of herself who’d had it. For the body she’d fought so hard to finally inhabit correctly, the one she’d spent a lifetime making right. She’d earned every part of it. And then the crash had taken three of those parts away.

She pressed both palms flat against the viewport glass. Felt the cold of it equally in both hands.

It’s not the same, something in her said quietly. You know it’s not the same.

I know, she answered.

She sat with that for a while. Then she went to bed.

She did not tell Abby. Abby was three years old and believed in robot arms with the absolute faith of someone for whom miracles were still entirely reasonable. Kayla was not going to be the one to complicate that.
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