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Automatic gunfire tore through the street.

Stefan dropped behind the concrete barricade hard enough to bruise his knees. His med bag slammed against his ribs. For one breath, all he could do was crouch there, heart hammering, while bullets chewed the world apart above him.

The firefight had swallowed the entire block.

On one side of the street, glass-fronted offices and middle-class shops flickered behind emergency shutters. On the other, abandoned warehouses burned against the night sky. Smoke rolled between them in thick black sheets, carrying the stink of charred plastic, gunpowder, ozone, and blood.

Stefan yanked his environment mask over his face and sealed it tight.

The filter kicked in with a soft hiss.

It did nothing for the screams.

High-caliber rounds cracked through the air. Bullets sparked off metal, punched divots into concrete, and cut down anyone unlucky enough to be caught in the open. A man stumbled from behind a delivery van, took two desperate steps, and disappeared under a burst of fire.

Above the street, news AVs circled like carrion birds, their camera drones glittering in the smoke. Gang rifles swung skyward. Tracer fire clawed at the hovering craft, forcing one of them into a sharp retreat behind the smoke column.

Then a DFWPD armored AV dropped through the haze.

Its cannons opened up.

The buildings across the street erupted in concrete dust, shattered glass, and screams. For a moment, the gangs scattered. Then the gunfire started again, louder and closer.

Stefan pressed his back harder against the barricade.

This was supposed to be routine.

A client with a cardiac implant malfunction. Stabilize, transport, file the report. That was the job. That was what BioSynth paid them for. That was what he had trained for.

Not this.

A cry cut through the gunfire.

Stefan snapped his head toward the sound.

Near the client, his fellow medtech lay face down on the pavement, one arm stretched toward the medical kit he had dropped. He wasn’t moving.

The client was still there too, curled beside the wrecked transport, exposed in the kill zone.

Stefan’s mouth went dry.

Every instinct in his body told him to stay down.

Every hour of training told him he had seconds.

He tightened his grip on the med bag strap and forced one knee beneath him. His pulse thundered in his ears. His hands shook. He hated that. He hated the fear, hated the part of himself that wanted to crawl deeper behind the barricade and wait for someone else to fix this.

But no one else was moving.

Friend first. Client second.

No.

Both.

Stefan counted the rhythm of the gunfire, waited for the half-second break between bursts, and ran.
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“Stefan?”

His mother’s voice came from behind him, soft and careful, still carrying the Ukrainian accent she had never fully lost after years in Texas.

He didn’t answer right away.

The letter glowed on the tablet in his hands. He had read it three times already, hoping the words might change if he stared long enough.

They didn’t.

“Stefan, what does it say?”

He heard her walk closer. He smelled her perfume before she reached him: roses, lilies, and a faint trace of vanilla. It was the smell of home, of clean laundry and Sunday mornings, of every scraped knee and fever she had ever helped him through.

He swallowed.

“Good news and bad news, Mom.”

Her hand settled gently on his shoulder.

“Let me see.”

He passed her the tablet and sat back on the couch. The room felt too quiet. The holovid was muted. Dinner dishes clinked softly in the kitchen sink. Outside the window, the distant lights of the city shimmered beyond the neighborhood wall.

His mother read the letter without speaking.

Stefan already knew every line.

Accepted.

Qualified.

Promising candidate.

No scholarship awarded.

Again.

“Oh,” she said at last.

That one small word hurt worse than the letter.

She folded the tablet cover closed and tucked it under one arm. “Yes. Good and bad.”

Stefan let out a bitter laugh. “Mostly bad.”

“No,” she said, giving him the look that meant she would not let him argue himself into despair. “Mostly not finished.”

He rubbed both hands over his face. “This was the last school close enough to home. I got accepted everywhere, Mom. Everywhere. And I still can’t go.”

“For today,” she said.

He looked up.

“For today, you are allowed to be angry.” She disappeared into the kitchen before he could answer.

A minute later, she returned with a plate of oatmeal cookies.

Despite himself, Stefan laughed. “Cookies, huh?”

“Yes, my dear boy. Cookies.” She placed the plate in his hands. “Today you can be mad. You can sit here and feel sorry for yourself. Tomorrow, you get up and try again.”

He looked down at the cookies. They were still warm.

His throat tightened.

“Thanks, Mom.”

She kissed the top of his head, turned the holovid volume back up, and left him alone.

By the time his father came home, Stefan had told the story twice in his head and still had no better answer. His dad took the news quietly, the way he took most bad news, with a heavy hand on Stefan’s shoulder and a promise that they would figure something out.

But nobody said how.

The evening dragged on. The cookie plate emptied. The holovid blurred from dramas to local news to late-night advertisements. Stefan barely watched any of it. His mind kept circling the same impossible problem.

Accepted.

No money.

Accepted.

No way in.

The clock on the holovid passed 11:00 p.m.

He was rubbing his tired eyes when the screen faded to black.

A sleek cityscape appeared, all glass towers and neon arteries. A medical campus rose from the center of it like a promise: clean white walls, landing pads, smiling doctors, patients walking again on polished cybernetic limbs.

A narrator’s voice filled the room.

“Welcome to the future of healthcare. Welcome to BioSynth Health Systems.”

Stefan lowered his hand from his face.

The image shifted to medtechs in dark uniforms moving through a bright trauma center. Surgeons guided robotic arms over an operating table. A woman with a chrome spine stood from a wheelchair while a doctor steadied her. Students in crisp training jackets practiced with scanners, cybernetic interfaces, and emergency trauma kits.

“At BioSynth Health Systems, compassion meets innovation. We are looking for the next generation of healers, technicians, and medical pioneers.”

Stefan sat forward.

The ad showed a classroom filled with holographic anatomy displays. Young trainees worked beside experienced physicians. An AV ambulance lifted from a hospital roof and streaked into the neon haze of the city.

“Our Medical Training Program offers top-tier instruction in trauma care, diagnostics, cyberware integration, neural interface support, and emergency response. Learn from experts. Train with advanced technology. Serve real patients who need you.”

His pulse quickened.

Then the words appeared across the bottom of the screen.

FULL TUITION COVERAGE.

HOUSING PROVIDED.

PAID TRAINING.

“In exchange for three years of dedicated corporate service, BioSynth Health Systems will provide qualified applicants with tuition, housing, hands-on experience, and a secure path into one of the fastest-growing medical fields in the world.”

Stefan stared at the screen.

Three years.

That was nothing.

Three years for a future. Three years to become what he had been trying to become his whole life.

The BioSynth logo filled the room in soft blue-white light.

“BioSynth Health Systems,” the narrator said. “Where innovation meets compassion.”

The screen faded back into another commercial.

Stefan did not move.

For the first time all night, the locked door in front of him looked like it might have a key.
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