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A week had passed since Stefan and Cass pulled Stefan’s mother from the blood-soaked wreckage of their last AV mission.

The AV was still being repaired. A new pilot and guard were being folded into the team. Until then, Stefan and Cass had been reassigned to hospital duty, which Stefan should have hated. Instead, he was grateful for it.

Hospital duty kept him close to his mother.

Every evening, when his shift ended, Stefan went to her room and sat beside her bed. For the first few days, Anna Soroka remained unconscious, a breathing tube doing the work her damaged lungs could not. The machines around her breathed, pulsed, and whispered in soft medical rhythms while Stefan watched the slow rise and fall of her chest.

On the third day, after her lungs had stabilized, the surgeons grafted her new vat-grown arm. Stefan and Cass observed the operation from behind the glass, both of them quiet as the surgical team connected nerve pathways, muscle tissue, blood vessels, and synthetic support fibers with impossible precision. It was the kind of work Stefan had once dreamed of doing.

Now he could only think about how much blood she had lost before she ever reached the operating room.

Down the hall, the injured pilot’s recovery was not going as well. The damage to his shoulder and trapezius muscles was extensive. The doctors tried lab-grown tissue grafts, experimental muscle regenerators, reconstructive surgery, and the newest anti-rejection medications BioSynth had available.

His body fought them all.

Each failed graft became another reminder that rescue did not always mean recovery.

On the fourth day, Stefan was sitting beside his mother when her eyes fluttered open. For a moment, she stared at him as if pulling his face out of a dream. Then recognition softened her expression, and a small smile touched her lips.

Stefan leaned forward and took her hand.

“Hey, Mom.”

Her fingers tightened weakly around his.

They would have to tell her the full truth eventually. The arm. The attack. How close she had come to dying. But not yet. For now, Stefan wanted her to have this one quiet moment before the weight of it all came crashing back.

On the fifth day, Stefan pushed open the door to her room and found sunlight spilling across the bed. Anna sat upright, her new arm supported in a sling, talking quietly with his father. She looked pale and tired, but she was awake. Present. Alive.

The sight stopped him in the doorway.

Anna looked up and smiled. “There he is.”

Stefan forced himself to smile back and stepped inside.

“How are you feeling today, Mom?” His eyes drifted to the arm before he could stop them.

“Better,” she said. Her voice was thin but stubborn. “I’ll be back to normal soon. You’ll see.”

Stefan nodded because that was what she needed from him.

He knew the truth would be slower than that. Her new arm would need therapy. Her nerves would need time to adapt. Her body would have to learn itself again. But if anyone could muscle her way through recovery by sheer force of will, it was Anna Soroka.

He stayed with her as long as he could before rounds pulled him away.

The hospital work should have been comforting. Clean halls. Controlled emergencies. Monitors, scanners, medication schedules, surgical teams. Everything had a procedure. Everything had a place.

But Stefan carried the AV with him.

He carried the sound of bullets striking the hull. The smell of smoke and blood. His mother on the floor. The guard dying beside him. The awful moment when training stopped being training and every choice had a body attached to it.

That night, after his shift ended, Stefan visited his mother once more, grabbed a quick meal, and returned to his dorm. He cleaned up, changed clothes, and lay down.

His body was exhausted. His muscles ached. His eyes burned.

But sleep did not come gently.

In the dead of night, Stefan was back inside the AV.

Bullets hammered the metal hull. Red warning lights flashed across the cabin. His mother’s blood slicked his gloves. Somewhere beside him, the guard dragged in one wet, broken breath after another.

Stefan tried to move. Tried to reach for another clotting patch, another hypo, another anything.

His hands would not obey him.

The guard turned his head. His eyes were open, empty, and accusing.

Stefan woke sitting upright in bed, gasping for air.

For a few seconds he did not know where he was. The room was dark. Quiet. Safe. No gunfire. No screaming alarms. No blood on his hands.

Only his own breathing.

He checked his palms anyway.

Training had never prepared him for this. In the classroom, casualties were simulations. Practice drones could be repaired. Mistakes could be reset. Out there, people bled under his hands and did not always get back up.

Sunlight eventually filtered through the blinds, dragging him out of another restless night. His head throbbed behind his eyes. His body felt heavy and hollow, like he had spent the night running instead of sleeping.

His ocular implant blinked with a priority message.

Stefan opened it.

The instructor wanted him at the AV launch pad in two days. New assignment. New crew configuration. Return to flight rotation.

His stomach tightened.

Two days.

He read the message twice, then closed it.

At the hospital, he went straight to the med dispensary and used his credentials to prescribe a week’s worth of pain relievers. He told himself it was for the headaches. That was true enough.

He pressed the hypo against his neck and injected the first dose.

Cool relief spread through him within seconds. The fire behind his eyes faded. His pulse slowed. For the first time in days, his mind felt clear instead of fogged by exhaustion and fear.

That should have worried him.

It did.

But not enough to stop.

Later, standing at his locker in the medical ready room, Stefan stared at his reflection in the narrow mirror. The face looking back at him seemed older than it had a week ago. Paler. Sharper around the eyes.

Who are you now?

A healer?

A survivor?

Or just another person learning how much violence the world would make him accept?

The reflection gave him no answer.

Stefan closed the locker, picked up his gear, and walked back into the hospital hall.

For now, he only had to get through the next assignment.

Everything else could wait.
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Cass had one day off.

After thirteen hours on hospital duty the day before, she should have slept until noon, eaten something terrible from the cafeteria, and done absolutely nothing that required a deck, a weapon, or a false identity.

Instead, sunlight slipped through the curtains and woke her too early.

She lay still for a moment, listening to the soft hum of her room’s climate system and the distant movement of the hospital complex beyond her door. Her body wanted more sleep. Her mind was already moving.

Grinder had seen her.

Maybe he had not recognized her. Maybe he had dismissed the encounter as coincidence. Maybe, after all these years, the Children of the Machine still believed Star was dead.

Maybe.

Cass hated that word.

With a sigh, she pushed herself out of bed, dressed, and headed downstairs to the dining area. The hall was already busy with hospital staff, medtech trainees, security personnel, and off-shift AV crews trying to pretend their meals counted as rest. Cass selected breakfast from the food station and found an open table near the large holovid screen.

She had taken only a few bites when the screen cut away from the morning feed.

The Channel 27 logo flashed across the display.

Cass stopped chewing.

Anchor: “Good morning, DFW Megacity. I’m Laura Alvarez, and we’re following a breaking story out of the biotech sector. NovaMed, one of the largest pharmaceutical and cybernetic-support corporations in North America, has suffered a major cyberattack. Internal
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