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      The Seattle Screamers were going into the second half of the game three goals behind the Denver Thunderheads. Most pro Urban Brawl games were won or lost by a difference of one or two goals. Three goals was a strong lead, and the Screamers were down one of their veteran players. Down as in deceased—killed in the most recent play of the game. That might be unheard of in most sports, but Urban Brawl was a combat sport. You could win by scoring the most goals (by getting your own ball into your opponent’s goal—each team had their own ball to carry), or by incapacitating all of your opposing team’s combat positions in one play. The latter was rarely accomplished, so most games were decided by the number of goals scored.

      Redlock, the Seattle Screamers’ newest rookie player, skimmed the virtual screens floating in the augmented reality overlay projected into his field of vision by his cybereyes. The data feeds came from the Seattle Screamers’ personal tactical network (P-Tac for short)—a network upgrade that gathered data from the many sensors worn and used by all thirteen players on the team and displayed information back as useful icons and heads-up display graphics. This included vital statistics from bio-monitors that were displayed as color-coded health bars for each player, showing their general status at a glance. Green meant healthy, yellow meant injured but still playing, red meant critical condition.

      The P-Tac also tapped into the sensory feeds coming from all of the cybereyes, cyberears, and sensor arrays belonging to each player. It could mark objectives and enemy targets as they appeared, and was the ultimate tech for coordinating small units. Urban Brawl might have a scoreboard, balls, and goals, but most of the game involved two teams of thirteen players shooting the drek out of each other with real bullets.

      Redlock focused on the timer counting seconds down towards the start of the next play. When the timer hit zero, he would enter the field—for real—for the first time. This was his first year on the team, and he’d spent every game up until now on the bench.

      The countdown timer flashed red: fifteen seconds. Redlock ejected, inspected, and reinserted the magazine of his Ingram Smartgun. He knew the submachinegun was ready, but he needed something to focus on instead of the image of the player whose shoes he was about to fill. Hopper had been a decent heavy, but he didn’t have the augmentations to survive the salvo of bullets he’d caught. Redlock wasn’t sure his own augmentations would have been enough.

      He spared a moment to glance around the deployment entrance at his fellow teammates: four of them, including himself. He was initially assigned to defense, which meant he’d be deploying near the Screamers’ goal and was under orders to defend it. Eleven of the thirteen positions could be offense or defense at any moment: four scouts, four bangers, two heavies, and one blaster. The positions only defined what armor and weapons a player is equipped with. Scouts and bangers only carry sidearms. Heavies, like Redlock, could bring a submachinegun, assault rifle, or shotgun. The team’s blaster got the biggest gun: a fully automatic machine gun. The remaining two positions couldn’t legally carry the ball or score goals. One, the outrider, rides a combat motorcycle. They can give a ride to any teammate that isn’t carrying the ball. No ball allowed on the bike, got it? Last is the medico with a medkit, but no weapons. It was illegal to attack them unless they’re riding with the outrider.

      The timer hit zero, and the blast doors slid open with a wrenching clang. Redlock ran out into the arena ahead of his teammates. It was an open-air stadium built around a four-by-three city block slice of urban wasteland that served as a training field for the UCAS military when it wasn’t being used for Urban Brawl. The stadium walls were five-meter tall plascrete walls topped with arrays of lights, sensors, and the occasional speaker array. The actual crowds would be in stadium seats outside those walls or tailgating in the nearby parking lots. No one wanted to risk catching a stray bullet, so the fans watched on huge projector screens or on their own commlinks. Microphones picked up the cheering fans and piped it into the arena over speakers placed throughout. This let the players hear and feel the excitement and energy of the crowd.

      Redlock moved with speed and grace, flowing over and around debris and rubble without slowing. He took a running leap and hooked a seemingly too-high fire escape with the folding stock of his gun. Unnecessary, but it would look good for the cameras. He swung up onto the creaking ladder, got to his feet and was rewarded by a sudden rise in cheers from the speaker system. Redlock performed a quick, smooth dance move to acknowledge the praise. It’s tough working a crowd you can’t see.

      “Stop playing around, mama’s boy! This ain’t the practice field.” Corinne’s words were full of reproach, but Redlock thought he heard a smile behind her no-nonsense tone. “Get in position—cover and concealment. Since you’re elevated, stay up there and watch for trouble. We can’t afford another surprise flank attack.”

      Redlock sent a thumbs-up icon to acknowledge her orders and ascended the rusted stairs and ladder, winding through the precarious ascent. He crouched low and moved out across the roof until he reached cover.

      “I’m up top. Scanning for targets now.” Redlock’s position provided an excellent view of nearly a third of the field. Numerous ruined buildings jutted from the ground like jagged, broken teeth. Several decades ago, the nearby Mount St. Helens volcano had erupted. This part of Puyallup had been covered in ash, and lava had poured down the streets and into the lower levels of buildings. The area had never recovered, and now made a perfect Urban Brawl arena.

      “Contact,” came the slightly quieter voice of Gruesome, the Screamers’ blaster. The sound was immediately followed by the buzzsaw barrage of his Ingram Valiant machinegun, and the suppressive fire icon appeared next to his name on the P-Tac. A moment later, three of the green bars in Redlock’ view shrank. Gruesome’s and Leeway’s bars turned yellow, and Prowler’s bar flashed red. Then his name greyed out and was crossed out by a bright red line.

      Redlock pulled up the image feed from Gruesome’s cybereyes just in time to see Prowler’s nearly headless body flop backward, blood spurting out the ragged stump of what was left of his neck. Leeway scrambled to safety. A Thunderheads player—their banger—dropped back under cover as Gruesome’s gunfire swept in their direction.

      <Back ’em up?> Redlock texted to his squad.

      Corrine sent him a frowning emoji just as Joules spoke up over voice: “Stay on defense.”

      Redlock sent another thumbs-up and continued his vigil. He tried to focus on the game instead of the thought of another death as the skirmish attracted more combatants from both sides. It looked like a decisive firefight in the center was going to settle this play.

      “Patience...” His mother’s voice whispered in his mind. “Take in all of the details. Watch the edges of things. Everyone keeps their eye on the firefights, which is why you need to notice what else is happening.” Redlock tried to focus on watching for enemies trying to flank, but it was impossible to ignore the firefight.

      A quick glance at his biomonitors showed his team was not faring well: Two unconscious already, one dead, and almost nobody involved was still green. A silver sweep of movement to his left pulled his attention off the feed.

      A motorcycle roared in, bearing a rider and a passenger: the opposing team’s blaster, armed with an Ingram Valiant. It looked like the bastard who had taken down Prowler was now hitching a ride for a flank attack. They used the rough terrain and broken buildings to stay mostly out of sight of the ground level team.

      Redlock’s rangefinder marked their positions. His networked communications system sent the data to the team’s P-Tac system, which marked the movements and projected several likely paths. All of them looked like bad news for the Screamers.

      “Outrider and blaster going for our flank!” he reported. Redlock noticed their most likely route would pass within thirty meters of his current position. He took a deep breath and considered. He could play it safe, follow the plan, and hold his position. Or he could risk it all.

      Redlock let his breath out and decided.

      “Moving to intercept!” He marked the targets with his own icon, telegraphing his intent over the P-Tac network. Everyone on his own team would see the symbols on their own heads-up displays, but no one else would. He didn’t wait for a response as he gauged the distance to the next building, rapidly cycling through potential jump arc overlays until, a second later, he picked the optimal one. His eParkour app marked the projected jump’s difficulty as “Extreme.”

      Perfect.

      He smiled, ran, and leaped. For a moment he was weightless as he soared toward the gables of what must have once been a church of some kind. Unlike some fool trid star, his arms and legs didn’t swim uselessly through the air. He arched and tilted his body, tightening muscles of nanofiber and flesh. Just as it seemed he would miss the roof and fall—according to his rangefinder—14.3 meters to the ground, he spread out his body in a spider-like pose and caught the edge with the fingers of his left hand. He smacked into the wall below and lost his grip, but his other hand—the one on the end of a cyberarm—grabbed ahold. He pulled himself up with the strength and grace made possible by cybernetic enhancements. A few steps brought him to the far edge of the church roof. A short leap and a significant drop took him with a thud onto the roof of the next building, an old Stuffer Shack. He tucked and rolled with the impact, and ran on.

      “Rookie, get your hoop back in position!” Corinne’s voice broke in over comms. “You’re moving away from the goal we’re defending!”

      The words passed through his consciousness unheeded as he listened carefully for the sound of the Thunderheads outrider and prepared to time his leap. If he nailed the jump just right, he could leap right onto the motorcycle from above. If it worked, it would probably take out both of the Thunderheads’ most dangerous positions. Redlock saw them come from around a corner, oblivious to the threat. They were going to ride right past him.

      Redlock took a few bounding steps and engaged the hydraulic jack system installed in his cyberlegs, launching himself off the Stuffer Shack roof. As he did, he suddenly realized this was a very risky gambit. There was so little chance he would time it right, and so much chance he’d be skipping across the pavement like a stone as the outrider and blaster rode past unharmed.

      At the same moment, he also realized he had jumped too far. He would land right in front of the motorcycle—not good. He reached out, stretching to hook an arm around a streetlight hanging out over the road. It helped him slow down just enough, but he landed wrong.

      When Redlock had pictured this move in his head, it was an amazing stunt right out of the action trids. Instead, he landed on his back, slamming into the motorcycle and its armored occupants.

      The blaster was thrown off the back of the bike, skipping to a sliding stop on their back in the middle of the street. The outrider had been directly connected to the motorcycle via a reinforced data cable, using their control rig augmentation to become one with the machine. When jacked in, it allowed them to control the motorcycle as if it were their own body. But when they were knocked off the side of the motorcycle, the cable jerked loose from the console. The bike swung from one side to the other, and then began to roll over.

      Meanwhile, Redlock’s arm had gotten tangled in the handlebars as the heavy bike spun and flipped. The bike and his body skipped and sparked across the blurred pavement for what seemed like forever, though the replay data would prove it was only 1.38 seconds.

      Redlock and the bike slammed through an ancient brick wall, the crash tossing him free of the handlebars. Clouds of dust and clattering bricks swirled past before an old chimney finally stopped him, cracking under the sudden impact. The remaining structure groaned loudly, and a few beams and bricks dropped around him. He felt burning pain from a number of harsh, deep scrapes and bruises on his elbows, shoulders, knees, thighs, and somewhere on his back. He struggled to his feet just as the rest of the decrepit building began to collapse around him.

      He dove outside, the avalanche of rubble roaring behind him. He saw the unconscious enemy outrider lying in the street, but where the blaster had fallen off was now empty pavement.

      Redlock rolled
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