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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 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 toward 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 submachine gun 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 machine gun, and the suppressive fire icon appeared next to his name on the P-Tac. A moment later, three of the green bars in Redlock’s 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.

      Redlock texted to his squad:

      
        
          
            
              
        Back ’em up?

      

      

      

      

      

      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 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 toward a dumpster as the blaster opened fire from cover. A few bullets caught him along his left side, punching him hard, but most struck the dumpster with deafening clangs. Redlock felt along his side and was relieved to feel his armor was still intact. It had hurt so badly he was certain he’d be bleeding, but none of the bullets had hit at the right angle to penetrate.

      That blaster was good, but Redlock had trained his whole life under the veteran tutelage of one of the deadliest Brawlers to ever play the game: The Scarlet Widow, his adopted mother. Planting his boots against the ground, Redlock pushed against the old, rusty dumpster. Sharp pain reminded him of the injury on his back. He shifted and shoved again. The dumpster rolled forward, picking up speed, and Redlock moved with it. He just needed to get close enough to rush the bastard. No chance he’d avoid getting shot at, but if he could close the gap down to a few meters first it wouldn’t give the blaster enough time to aim—he hoped.

      The blaster’s plan seemed to be to keep slamming bullets into the dumpster in the hope of eventually hitting the person taking cover behind it. Several rounds ricocheted close to Redlock’s feet as he moved, but he managed to wrench the dumpster into position. He waited for a break in the gunfire, and then vaulted over the top of the dumpster and leaped at the gunner.

      The blaster had paused to reload, but wired reflexes made them inhumanly fast. As Redlock charged forward, the blaster unleashed a new barrage from a fresh mag.

      One of the bullets punched through Redlock’s armor into his shoulder. He jerked back with the impact, but aimed his Ingram Smartgun and sent a direct neural impulse through his smartlink system. His weapon fired a tight group of six bullets through the blaster’s helmet visor and into their head.

      Only a couple of the bullets made it back out again, the lower caliber rounds bouncing around inside the reinforced skull. The machine gun spat out a few more rounds before going silent as its owner slumped to the ground. They almost seemed startled, but they couldn’t be. They were dead.

      “That’s for Prowler, you drekstain!” Redlock spat over the open comm line that could be heard by everyone—the Screamers, the fans, and even the Thunderheads.

      “Get back in position! They’re making a run on our goal!”

      Redlock began moving again, but pain and fatigue left him feeling dull and clumsy, and wishing he’d sprung for a pain editor. His damage compensators were beyond their capacity, and the sharp, throbbing pain in his shoulder made his left arm useless. It took him a full three seconds to reload, during which he nervously watched the video feeds from his teammates on the scene as he ran. Both had suffered minor injuries as a pair of Thunderheads players pinned them down.

      Half the opposition, a scout—he could tell by the light armor and pistol—carried the Thunderheads’ bright green ball. The other, a heavy, carried a P43 submachine gun. As Redlock racked the slide on his Ingram Smartgun, he pulled up his eParkour app to plan a stealth run to a flanking position. It would be tricky even with two good arms, but the other option was a straight-up firefight against elite players.

      Redlock immobilized his left arm with his jacket, wincing as he jerked the sleeve tight, and ran. A 2.5-meter hop to an exposed second story, a pull-up with one arm, a swift jog to the opposite corner, a quick run along the narrow ledge outside, and he was in position above and behind the Thunderheads.

      They were shooting at Joules and Corinne, who were set up behind cover just in front of the goal. Redlock unslung his weapon and signaled for a crossfire maneuver. Joules and Corinne timed it perfectly, firing from around cover using their guncams. It was wildly inaccurate, but it focused the Thunderheads in one direction. Redlock leaned out and fired a full auto stream of bullets into the backs of the Thunderheads as they focused on the incoming fire in front of them. He cut them down, but lost his footing. His shoulder spiked with pain as he tried to grab at something—anything—with his free arm. But he was a millisecond too late, and fell four meters to the pavement below.

      His head sounded a metallic bong as it hit a curb and bounced. Over the P-Tac network, his teammates saw his biomonitor status red, then grey out. But there was no red line across his name.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Redlock awoke to the sensation of healing magic flowing through his body. A moment later his mind was clear, and all the pain was gone. He lifted his left arm—the only flesh limb he had left—and flexed his fingers. He’d have to be more careful about grabbing ledges if he intended to keep it.

      “How does it feel?” Dr. Holland’s voice managed to sound both polite and disinterested.

      “Good.” With a thought, Redlock called up his implanted biomonitor on his virtual display. “Still showing some minor damage, but nothing my augmentations can’t filter out—” He felt a sudden rush of panic. “The game! What was the final score?”

      “You know me, I don’t really watch sports.”

      “Doc...”

      “All right, your team won, four to three.”

      “Fatalities?”

      “We lost two: Hopper and Prowler. Thunderheads had five fatalities. I’m told three of those kills were yours. Quite an impressive debut. You’ll want to pace yourself, however. I’ll be discharging you in a couple hours, but I’m ordering you to restrict yourself to light activity for the next 48 hours.”

      “Doc, I’m feeling just fine. Mind if I scram? I promise, light activity only.” Redlock didn’t wait for a response before heading out the door. For once, he was looking forward to debriefing with his personal coach. He realized with surprise that she’d finally have something nice to say to him. Years of tough love, never a word of praise, but she’d made him tough. He’d prepared for the real thing and proved himself beyond what had been expected of him.

      His mother’s apartments were located only a couple of blocks from the Seattle Screamers’ headquarters building, so he decided to walk.
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      “Hello, Mother! Ready for the debrief?” With a self-assured smile, Redlock strutted into his mother’s luxurious den. The room was lavishly furnished, and decorated with mementos and awards celebrating the career of the Scarlet Widow. The centerpiece was an elaborate entertainment system, which boasted multiple trideo projectors. It was an excellent place to host a VIP party to watch a game while server drones delivered hors d’oeuvres and drinks to her many guests. Now it was empty except for Redlock and his mother, who turned from the bar at his approach.

      While three decades older than Redlock, she moved with the fluid grace of top-shelf cyberware. Her face looked a decade younger than her fifty-two years, with black hair cut short, just like she’d worn it during her glory years. In her EvoWare biometric suitjacket and matching slacks, she could almost be mistaken for a sports agent or manager, until you saw her cold, steel-gray eyes—the gaze of a predator, constantly sizing up everyone and categorizing them as competition, prey, or not even worth her time.

      “You seem to be in a good mood,” she said, her expression neutral.

      “We won. And I’m feeling pretty good. The wonders of magical medicine.”

      “That and a significant fortune in replacement parts.” His mother shook her head. “I’ve given you the best training anyone ever had—and you wrecked yourself in your first play. Your team managed to pull off the win, but it was in spite of your actions, not because of them.”

      Redlock frowned. “I took out a third of the enemy team, including the blaster.”

      “Against the explicit orders of your team captain,” she retorted as she brought up the trideo of the match. “Sit down. We have a long debriefing session to get through, and it will go much better if you don’t try to argue every point I make.”

      The hazards of the match Redlock had just survived were nothing compared to his mother’s lacerating commentary about his tactics and overall play. During the next three hours, she tore through everything he did. He hadn’t followed orders. He had endangered his teammates. He hadn’t thought ahead. He’d wasted ammunition. Wrong, wrong, wrong, wrong, wrong.

      “Thanks to the magic of trideo, your teammates and fans will see your performance as a great success. They’re all dead wrong. You played terribly.”

      A long silence passed as Redlock focused his attention on the legs of an elaborate coffee table in the center of the room. Down was the only safe direction to look without being faced with trophies, medals, framed photographs and other mementos to the Scarlet Widow’s career.

      “Well,” she said. “What do you have to day for yourself?”

      “I fragged up.”

      “Repeatedly. And?”

      “Next time...I won’t?”

      She sighed heavily. “You don’t even understand, do you? You think I’m being unfair. You took too many risks. Your team coordination was almost entirely absent. You may have killed three players in your first play, but you used yourself up doing it. You didn’t even last a single play!”

      She strode over to him a pointed a finger in his face. “I leave it up to you to remember the training you managed to forget, despite all the work I’ve put into you! Rookies who play like you did don’t last a season, and that’s not something I’m going to see happen to you!”

      She gestured at the trophy case that took up more than half of one of the room’s walls. “This isn’t just about you. It isn’t just about a play, a score, a season, or even a team. You have a legacy behind you. My legacy. Don’t squander it. Understand?”

      Redlock didn’t quite meet her eye, but nodded.

      She sighed again, then brought up Redlock’s training schedule on her AR. “We’re getting a late start today. I want your workouts done before eight.”

      “Medical ordered light duty for 48 hours,” he mumbled.

      She glared at him. “What are you, a wageslave? I can read your biomonitor’s output. Don’t forget who paid for your damage compensators. Now quit whining and get moving!”

      Redlock gritted his teeth, his face reddening. He wanted to snap back at her, but knew he would only sound petulant. Instead, he just nodded, and told himself getting some exercise would feel good, as if it was something he had decided himself.

      He was willing to leap off a building at an enemy armed with a machinegun, but asking for trouble from Savannah Chiba, the Urban Brawl legend The Scarlet Widow, was beyond his courage. His mother was a hard trainer, but she knew what she was talking about. From the time he had been old enough manage a pull-up, Redlock had been presented as the Scarlet Widow’s promising protege and a future Urban Brawl star player in the making.

      Now, he just had to live up to that hype…and not get himself killed while doing it.
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      In the next Screamers game, versus the Oakland Terminators, Redlock did just what he was told: He held back, followed orders, and played cautious. It paid off when the opposing team made a serious rush for his position. For the better part of a play, he drew nearly all the fire from their blaster, outrider, and two of their heavies.

      He thought of a dozen ways to parkour his way around his opponents for a better shot, but they were all too risky. He felt his mother’s disapproval hold him back each time. So he stayed put and took cover, snapping off shots using only his gun cam to aim without exposing himself to fire. It was less accurate, but he scored enough flesh wounds to keep his opponents from overrunning his position. And it set his team up for an excellent pincer move.

      He didn’t get to score any of the kills himself, but knowing he made just as good an anvil as a hammer contented him.

      Afterward, he thought his mother might let up in the debrief, but she glossed over every success and went right to his mistakes. It wasn’t all that bad, and he bore it, determined to learn the lessons she had to teach. She was an Urban Brawl legend, after all, and he was a rookie in his first year. It’s not that he minded taking his lumps. He made mistakes, and wanted to learn from them. Was it too much to ask to also celebrate his victories, too? The team coaches and his fellow players said something encouraging sometimes, but just once, Redlock wanted to hear it from her.
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      The season carried on through the next two months, and his reputation as a solid, dependable heavy grew. He got taken out a few times, but never by a head blow. The medico was always able to get him back up a couple plays later.

      In a late season game against the Ares Predators, Redlock got dropped early in the first quarter. He never saw what happened, was just moving one moment and out cold the next. When he started awake, he felt the familiar sensation of a high level stim patch rushing through his system. Monty, the Screamers’ second-string medico, was trying to shine a light into his eyes. Redlock swatted his hand away harder than he intended and stood abruptly. He wobbled a moment, held out his arms as if for balance, then took a few tentative steps around the room. As he looked around for his weapon, he realized he was in the team’s trauma unit. He looked back over at Monty and tried to speak, but realized his mouth was stuffed with gauze. He pulled out a bloody gob and said “What happened? I feel like I got shot in the face.”

      Monty nodded. “You did get shot in the face.”

      Redlock gingerly touched his face. It felt puffy in places, but mostly numb. “Gonna need a new ballistic mask.”

      “About that.” Monty started passing Redlock his gear, starting with a replacement ballistic mask. Redlock carefully put it on before taking his weapon as Monty continued.

      “You took a head injury, so we were going to bench you for the game. But it’s been a rough one. Most of the players are fatigued, and the ones that aren’t dead on their feet are third-string. I’ve been tasked to get you back on your feet for the next play, if you think you’re feeling up to playing offense.”

      “Uh, yeah... I mean—” Redlock blinked a few times and shook his head to clear it. The painkillers Monty had given him made him feel a bit fuzzy. “Good. I mean, yes. Ready!”

      “Frag me, Goldilocks. Don’t make me regret this.”

      “You gave me the good stuff. I’m ready. Just had to shake out the cobwebs.” Redlock threw on his armor jacket as he stood, heading for the room’s exit before Monty could change his mind.

      He had just enough time to restock his ammo before the final play began. A marker in his virtual HUD told him where to go, and he jogged to it—a spot between two other Screamers, Bonsai and Wrecker, who both also looked recently bandaged.

      “Enjoy your nap?” Wrecker sniggered.

      Bonsai, the Screamer’s outrider, mounted her Blitzen as Wrecker handed Redlock the bright pink ball.

      “You know where to put that, rookie?” Bonsai asked over her shoulder.

      Redlock flipped her off and tucked the ball under his arm.

      The buzzer sounded. His cyberears dampened the roar of Bonsai’s bike as she accelerated out into the arena.

      “No ride for you,” Wrecker said, gesturing at the ball. Redlock nodded. Any player carrying the ball was required to travel on foot. “And no ride for me, since I get to babysit you. Try not to take any naps on me, sparky.”

      Redlock pointed at his own mask. “Gimme a break—I got shot in the fraggin’ face.” Wrecker’s shrug was not sympathetic.

      The two of them loped swiftly, staying low to the ground, toward the other end of the urban wasteland. Their scouts had already spotted where the enemy team had placed their goal, so there was no need to waste time with a search pattern.

      The Screamers were attempting a classic misdirection: make a serious push with most of your team to make it look like an all-out attack, but never commit enough that they can’t pull back to assist the blaster at the center. Leave a couple of scouts on defense. Then send the outrider ahead with a heavy or blaster to make drive-by flank attacks while two players sneak the ball through an unexpected route. It worked well when it worked, but when it didn’t, it meant two players—the ones with the ball—could be caught unsupported.

      Redlock stuck to the plan. He knew when to be flashy, and his mother had drilled stealthiness into him before he ever held a firearm. The pair ghosted swiftly but carefully through the city ruins, skirting around the edges of firefights, always just out of view. They were careful to avoid potential sightlines from enemy team members whose positions were as yet unknown. From what Redlock could tell, it looked like he would be facing at least four scouts or bangers, and probably a heavy or two. Their blaster and outrider were busy trying to counter Bonzai.

      In less than a minute, Redlock and Wrecker arrived just around the corner from the goal. This was it. One score here would break the 5-5 tie, and perhaps even be the game-winning point that would secure the Seattle Screamers a spot in the pro Urban Brawl League’s season championships.

      The two took crouching behind a low, charred, battered brick wall. Redlock poked his guncam carefully around the corner, and they both watched the images it fed back.

      “I make two elevated positions at these coordinates. Looks like bangers or scouts. I only see pistols,” Wrecker whispered, and turned to Redlock. “You ready? I’ll suppress them while you run for the goal.”

      “Letting me do all the heavy lifting, eh?” Redlock fired back, but sent a thumbs-up over comms and waited for Wrecker’s signal to move. A bright-green “GO” appeared in his cybernetic vision, and Wrecker raised his rifle over the wall to lay down a rain of lead.

      Redlock bolted for the goal. He remembered to zig-zag just as a hail of automatic weapons fire tore up the ground he’d just stepped on. He broke up his running stride with sudden leaps, hoping to throw off any incoming fire, but felt a short burst bullets stitch across his back. Where they tore through gaps in his armor, they also tore through the surface flesh—but were stopped or deflected by his titanium-reinforced bones. The burst knocked him to the side and off his feet. As he came back up, numb across his back with shock, he poured on the speed, darting from one spot to another, trying to make unpredictable course adjustments, barely holding on to the ball as he did.

      It felt like a troll punched him in the face as the world shifted between static bursts and partial focus in distracting jerks. He thought to spray fire from his submachine gun, but realized he’d lost his grip on it. It wasn’t there.

      Kicking off a chunk of ferrocrete, he leaped over the burned-out wreck of a Chrysler-Nissan Jackrabbit—then came down right within the bright green ring of the enemy goal. The “SCORE” buzzer rang through the urban stadium.

      Redlock raised his arms to salute the camera, but stopped cold as he saw the torn stump of his wrecked right cyberarm, sparking and spraying black fluids to mingle with the blood on the ground.

      That was when he noticed his biomonitor readings flashing an insistent bright red, and he saw an alarming amount of blood spreading in a wide pool around his feet. The world began to tilt around him.

      “Is that my bloo...” he mumbled, and then he was out.
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      When Redlock awoke, he sat up and looked at his right hand. It was fully repaired. Dizziness washed over him as he tried to stand, and he collapsed on the floor. Nurse-drones were there in a moment, helping him back to his bed. He lay back, shocked at his own weakness.

      Dr. Holland stopped in a few minutes later. “That was a bit close, don’t you think?”

      “Come on, Doc. Tell me the fraggin’ final score.”

      “Screamers, six to five. You took a lot of hits out there. Lost a lot of blood. It would be an understatement to say that you’re not going to be happy with the repair costs. You went a bit over-budget this time.”

      Despite Dr. Holland’s prediction, Redlock couldn’t keep the smile from his face. He’d scored a game-winning goal. Not even the impending debrief with Mother could sour this mood.
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      Redlock didn’t get off easy due to his injuries. Just 48 hours after the game, he was out there on extra practices. Everyone needed to be so flawlessly integrated that they moved as a team, fluidly shifting from offensive to defensive formations, knowing their place in any of a hundred possible maneuvers requiring precision execution throughout the field. The P-Tac system certainly helped with that, but tech couldn’t replace hard practice.

      Hard practice involved firing mags full of blanks at each other, with the training software calculating hits and damage and sending real pain sensations through the players’ datajacks or ’trode systems. There were no shortage of actual injuries or overwhelming fatigue from simsense biofeedback, but that just meant the team’s medicos got plenty of practice as well.
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      So passed the next nine days, with 16-hour-long practice sessions, alternating physical exercise, simulated combat maneuvers, tactical drills, wargame simulations, and trying to sneak the occasional meal, shower, or nap whenever possible.

      The day before the playoff game, Coach Zeien addressed the team. “I’ve worked you all hard. Every one of you has given everything. I’ve noticed it, I recognize it, and I want to say I’m very proud to be coaching the Seattle Screamers.”

      The early morning exhaustion was washed away by the cheers of the other players. Coach waved his arms in a motion for quiet.

      “Now, you know this is the closest we’ve been to winning the Super Brawl in a very long time. Five years since we’ve even made it into the championships. And the stakes at this level are extreme. Hundreds of millions of nuyen in advertising and promotional contracts depend what happens next. Those are just some of the reasons we’ve been pushing you so hard. But some of the rest of the coaching staff think you’ve earned a day off.”

      The cheers were even louder than before, and it was a full minute before the speech could continue. “And to that end, we’ve rented out an entire club for the team tonight. Feel free to bring a plus one or two if you like, but everyone who wants to get in will be required to submit to a thorough security screening. We’ll be handling transportation to and from, and we’ve hired Horizon security to keep an eye on everything. Do what they tell you to do. They have my permission to send you home early if you get in their way.”

      Coach raised his voice in an attempt to be heard over the excited murmurs of the thirty Urban Brawlers expecting an extra-grueling 16-hour slog, only to find out they were getting a party instead.

      “Party’s over at midnight,” said Coach, “that’s when they’re going to let the public in. We’ll have detox magic available to anyone needs it so you can end your hangovers before bedtime instead of the day of the big game.

      “Now go on, get some rest, and meet back at the training center later tonight. The limos will be here at 1800. They’ll take us to Elliott’s for dinner, and then to Astral Space for the party.”

      Redlock tried to hold back his disappointment. He’d actually been looking forward to another day of training. Astral Space was supposed to be a pretty wizard club, though. It was the newest club in downtown Seattle, and a good place to catch some of the better local bands.
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      The club thrummed with intense bass music emanating from cleverly hidden speakers. The walls, stairs, furniture, and floor of the two-level club—everywhere but the entrance—seemed to be made of glass, except this glass contained flowing fractals of every color that reacted to nearby people like dazzling auras.

      The bar was an oval-shaped entity in the center of the ground floor which had a tower-like center. The second story was all balconies and walkways, and it was transparent.

      The head bartender was a blue-skinned man, bald but for dark eyebrows, mustache, and goatee, festooned with a plethora of glinting and glowing bracelets and necklaces. As Redlock watched, he floated up to retrieve a selection of bottles from the highest shelf, revealing that his lower body was only a tail of blue mist. The bartender lined up a great many shot glasses and began pouring.

      Redlock approached the bar, and the bartender offered him one of the colorful shots. “To your first season. Let its conclusion be worthy of legend.”

      Redlock had no idea what flavors or liquors were in the beverage, but they tasted good together.

      A siren-like synth swelled in pitch and volume as the club suddenly went dark. In the center of the ground floor, emanating out from the bar, flowed a nebula of lights and color that quickly swirled through the building, spiraling upwards toward a stage on the second-floor balcony. A pulsing beat began to rise with the synth, and bass somewhere deep below vibrated the club in time with its pattern. The crescendo ended all conversations in the room and rose to a tight and tense knot, a whirling, colorful storm of all the light in the club coalescing more and more tightly around the darkly silhouetted band members on the stage above.

      Redlock was overwhelmed by the sensory onslaught. All he could do was stand there and let the light and sound wash over him. Every surface of the walls, floor, and ceiling were covered in electrochromic material, turning the entire club into a display. In the center of the dance floor, a magma star image had burst like a supernova, sending beams moving and dancing through the club. Suddenly the landscape around them turned into a bright green meadow with an impossibly beautiful starscape above. The effect made him feel like he was in another world.

      The band looked like it was playing in an expansive aurora borealis in the sky. There was a troll going berserk on a drum set made of glowing disks. Two elf women seemed to battle one another for supremacy in the sky with dueling keytars, and an albino ork wearing a tuxedo of pulsing light sang with haunting and intense energy.

      Between the athletes, their security and media entourages, and the numerous dates and family members in attendance, nearly two hundred people stood in stunned wonder at the opening anthem of music. Since almost every surface in the bar functioned as visual screens, the performance took full advantage, bringing everyone in the club on a metaplanar journey set to the music. It took a full minute before the four-on-the-floor beat kicked in. It seemed like the whole club starting dancing all at once.

      Redlock lost all sense of time as the party favors began circulating. He drank, he took some Bliss, something else that might have been Ex, and he danced. The evening passed rapidly through a thick soup of euphoric, dreamlike sensations.
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      Elric observed the party in the private club with an attentive scrutiny that suited his pretense of being part of the Horizon security team hired to babysit the Seattle Screamers. He was currently, however, in the business of undermining that security.

      Elric wasn’t corporate security. He was a shadowrunner, a hermetic magician with a particular talent for alchemy. Years of study and numerous initiations had unlocked the secrets of concealing the auras and altering the magical signatures of the spell preparations he created, as well as extending control over their duration. Tonight’s party was the perfect opportunity for Elric’s team to pull off the job they were hired for: ensure that the Seattle Screamers lose their next game. It wouldn’t be easy to fix a pro sports game, particularly one as chaotic as Urban Brawl, but Elric’s plan just needed the right target.

      After an hour of observing the brawlers at the party, Elric had identified his mark: the rookie called Redlock. He focused his mind and channeled astral energy. Just a pair of low force spells, bolstered in effectiveness by the reagents he carried. The drain on his body from the magic was insignificant, and he took an extra moment to inspect the aura masking to make sure it was undetectable. One of the two spells created visual illusions, and the other created illusory tactile sensations. It took focus, concentration, and not a little artistic skill in order to make the illusions truly believable. Elric was up to the task, and more.

      He directed the perfect illusions of a pair flirtatious elven dancers, both wearing clubwear that left little to the imagination. They approached Redlock on the dance floor and began to dance around him, occasionally appearing to touch him. When Redlock shifted unexpectedly, Elric quickly adjusted the illusions so he would not pass through them, and made him feel the spots where they came into contact with him.

      While this was going on, Elric activated his micro-transceiver and signaled to the Horizon security commander that he was going to do a patrol sweep. Once he got the okay, he began moving toward Redlock and the illusory dancers. He was careful to avoid sudden movements as he wove through the thin crowd on the dance floor and approached Redlock from behind, unnoticed. The jock was thoroughly distracted by the unusual dancers and the intense multimedia presentation. That was good, but the next phase would be the most difficult.

      One of the reasons why Redlock was the perfect target was because he was almost certainly expected to play in the upcoming game. The other reason was that his hair—a long, bright red ponytail—was mostly synthetic hair extensions. According to his files, Redlock’s extensive augmentations had left him nearly bald. Apparently, the kid preferred to have longer hair, which was easy enough to anyone with the nuyen to maintain it. And synthetic hair extensions could be used as the lynchpin for an alchemical preparation. Elric would need to be in physical contact with it for several minutes, but he could attach a spell to the hair which would remain dormant until activated.

      Before he began the preparation, Elric activated one he was already carrying. He was careful to mask the sudden release of magic, as well as the ongoing effect. Normally such things would be obvious to any astral observer, but he made them virtually impossible to detect. The spell’s effect made Elric less noticeable. Anyone who observed him would most likely dismiss him as not worthy of their attention. Elric took a moment to make sure he had not been observed, but it was unnecessary. No one paid him any mind as he stood close behind Redlock and held the end of his hair.

      Once the preparation was in place, Elric carefully extended his masking to conceal it and stepped away. He resumed his patrol just before his stealth magic expired. Looking back, he directed the illusory dancers to flit off toward the bathroom, where they would ultimately cease to exist. Redlock watched them go. Elric smiled and sent an encrypted message to his matrix support team:

      
        
          
            
              
        Phase one successful.

      

      

      

      

      

      Elric stayed through the rest of the party, just to make sure no one spotted and scrubbed off the spell that had been skillfully attached to Redlock’s hair. As far as he could tell, the extended masking was working. No one noticed.
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      FROM THE HORIZON LIVE BROADCAST OF THE 2079 SUPER BRAWL:

      
        
        Hayes: Here we are as the 2079 Super Brawl playoff season begins! Coming to you live from the Puyallup Barrens in the Seattle region of the UCAS, this is Carlton Hayes here to congratulate you for choosing Horizon for your Urban Brawl playoff coverage. With me today is Maxine Avery, here to bring you all of the in-depth play-by-play analysis and expert speculation the Consensus has to offer.

        Avery: Thank you so much, Carlton. It’s so exciting to be here. You know, I grew up in Seattle, so it’s great to see the Screamers finally get a shot at the playoffs after all these years.

        Hayes: It has been a good year to be a Screamer, Maxine, but the Cincinnati Lasers are undefeated. Many—including myself, if I must be completely honest—expect the Lasers to win the entire championship.

        Avery: They’re going to have to get through this game first! They’re undefeated because they were facing a different Seattle Screamers earlier this season. This new line-up is unstoppable!

        Hayes: You’re referring to their star rookie, Redlock? I’ll admit he’s got promise, but he’s also reckless. And he’s just one member of the team.

        Avery: You say that, but you’ve got to admit they’ve been more effective since they took him off the bench. Maybe he is reckless, but it’s always worked in favor of the Screamers.

        Hayes: Yes, well, Scarlet Widow must be a very proud mother. It’s a shame her career ended so early. Ah, here’s a clip of her last play in Urban Brawl. Look at that economy of motion.

        She wastes no time or energy. She was easily one of the best—ooh! This part always makes me jump.

        Avery: Yes, that’s a career-ending injury, folks. But it hasn’t kept her down. She’s been one of the most exclusive personal trainers the national Urban Brawl League hires. And she’s put all of her expertise into training her own son. And no expense spared for his augmentations.

        Hayes: Nothing less than beta-grade for the mama’s boy, eh?

        Avery: Make jokes if you like, but keep an eye on him. He’s going to have a decisive impact on today’s game.

        Hayes: We’ll see about that. Now let’s go down to the field…
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      The Seattle Screamers filed quietly into their briefing room to sit before the coaching staff, their usual antics replaced with a silent tension. Assistant Coach Landry fired up a trid projector with a three-dimensional map of the combat field.

      “This has been one hell of a season,” Coach Landry said. “I don’t think anyone expected this year to bring us our shot at winning the Super Brawl.”

      The room seemed even more solemn. Redlock felt the weight of the moment, a tension everyone here seemed to feel equally.

      “The Lasers kicked our hoops last time. Killed one of our rookie players. Talon Blast had potential, and they ended it. But they haven’t just hurt us. Those arrogant, cocksure sons of slitches have gone on to win every single game they played this season! They think they’re a sure thing for the championship. That we’re just another steppingstone along their path to victory. I look at all your faces, I feel the tension in the room. Almost everyone out there is expecting us to lose. It’s been five years since our last playoff game, and we’ve never taken home the cup. Now tell me, do you want to do what they expect us to do?”

      Thirty armed and armored brawlers nodded. One person said, “No way, coach!”

      “That wasn’t a rhetorical question! Are we going to do what they expect? Are you going to go out there and lose?”

      This time everyone joined in as a shouted chorus of voices, that started with another “No way, coach!” They were quickly joined by a cacophony of vehemently proclaimed statements of “Frag, no!” “No way!” “We’re gonna win!” “For Talon!” and one confused, but enthusiastic “Hell, yeah!”

      His face red with fervor, Landry stepped up onto the table, pointed toward the field exit and screamed, “Then get out there and murder those assholes!”
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      The first half of the game was tense and inconclusive. The Lasers made no significant mistakes, moving as a tight team in coordinated, elegant maneuvers. The Screamers countered nearly all of them. It was a high-stakes game of cat and mouse meets chess, with briefly intense urban combat. Nearly all the engagements were indecisive, as each team knew the other’s effectiveness and sought to establish an advantage before committing to a play. More often than not, both sides pulled back before inflicting or receiving significant harm.

      The third quarter was tough, as the Lasers buckled down and fought more viciously. Between the two teams, seven players were taken out of the game due to injuries, and one of them didn’t survive long enough for a medevac. The Screamers fought hard, but the Lasers’ ball carrier had those Kid Stealth legs that made her lower half look like a cyber-kangaroo, propelling her clear over the ten-round burst that should have caught her in the chest. She earned the Lasers a goal just before the third quarter’s final buzzer sounded. Redlock had almost stopped her, and he made a mental note to account for her jumping in the future. Next time he’d take out her knees if he got the chance.

      In the fourth quarter, Redlock covered the goal with Gruesome while the rest of the team rushed down the center. Six first-string players were dropped in the fighting, all bad enough to require magical healing. That was allowed, but it disqualified them from returning to the game. With only five minutes to go in the final quarter, the score was tied 1-1.

      For the next play, Coach Landry put Redlock on offense, with orders to break off from the team and score a goal if he could. Most of the rest of the team would be committed to making damned sure the Lasers didn’t score a goal.

      Redlock managed to make it almost all the way to the Lasers’ goal before he was spotted. He ran low across an open street, and chipped pavement striking up at his calves announced a spray of bullets meant for him. Just as he felt a stinging impact on his thigh, he kicked out in a leaping roll, diving past the obvious cover and clean through a dark window into the closest building. His biomonitor flashed brightly for a moment before displaying the “minor bruises” icon in the corner of his vision. Lowlight and thermal visual readouts gave him the position of a contact just a few meters away, in the corner.

      Redlock raised his gun, but the contact didn’t show a friend or foe reading. Whoever this person was, they weren’t one of the Urban Brawl players. They shouldn’t be here. It was highly dangerous and unusual for people to hide in the urban wasteland designated to become an Urban Brawl arena, but it still happened sometimes.
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      Elric was startled that Redlock had even noticed him. His position was very well-concealed, though he hadn’t used any magic to hide himself. It seemed like just bad luck.

      It had been tricky to sneak into position the night before the Urban Brawl game so he would be ready to activate the spell preparation. He was relieved to see it was still concealed and bound to Redlock’s synthetic ponytail. He didn’t need to actually touch the preparation to fire it off, but he did want to be close enough to choose just the right moment to activate it. This wasn’t the perfect moment, but it was close enough.

      He concentrated and activated the magic, enchanting Redlock with a spell that would heighten his senses and reflexes for combat.  The magical augmentation would be obvious to anyone observing from astral space. Normally Elric used this spell to assist allies in combat. In this case, he doubted the recipient would appreciate the ultimate effect. Urban Brawl barely allowed any magic. Only registered adepts whose abilities were widely considered to just be magical alternatives to cybernetic augmentations were allowed, and on a highly limited basis. Using a spell to improve your players’ capabilities in combat was strictly prohibited.
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      The ragged figure raised two empty hands. He was a small human man, dressed in tattered rags. He didn’t appear to have anything other than his own clothes. Redlock decided he wasn’t a threat.

      “What the frag?” Redlock said. “You’re supposed to be evacuated! Stay down!”

      A streak of movement caught his eye outside the window. He leaped to the right just as a taloned foot came crashing through. This was the woman with the Kid Stealth legs! Engineered for speed and strength, tipped with Dikote-enhanced carbon alloy talons, they were sharp enough to carve through vehicular armor.

      He leveled his Ingram Smartgun at the leg. A ten-round burst blasted up the limb and up into her center of mass. It knocked her off her feet and put her down, most likely stunned. Redlock leaned out the window and squeezed off two centered, six-round bursts that severed each cyberleg at the knee.

      “Sorry about the legs,” he said.

      “Frag you!” she spat.

      “GG.” He couldn’t help smiling as he said it.

      She flipped him off. The motion drew his attention, and he almost missed her other hand as she drew her sidearm.

      But her movements seemed sluggish, nothing like how she was moving before. He knocked the gun out of her hand, then moved out of sight. With no immediate threats around, he took a moment to check on the civilian. The guy were gone, hopefully under cover. Good. Now to focus on winning the game.

      The P-Tac gave him a clear summary: he had a 75-meter run to the enemy goal, and it was currently guarded by a heavy and two bangers. The outrider was on patrol, mobile with a scout. Every one of his teammates was embroiled in combat. The Lasers would be aware of Kid Stealth Legs’ position and condition. They had probably even picked up his words over their audio feed. One of the Screamer scouts reported that the Lasers’ outrider had swapped out the scout for their medico and were headed to Redlock’s location. They’d be here soon.

      If that outrider caught him in the open, he’d be in trouble, and he didn’t really want to impede the Lasers from getting medical attention to their teammate. Redlock used a set of broken stairs and a couple of wall jumps to get the second story. Then he swung outside a window opposite the outrider’s likely approach and leaped to a nearby two-story building.

      He felt strange. More focused and aware than he had ever felt before. He took in and read his surroundings faster, and intuitively flowed through them with ease. He rolled to his feet at the top of the old building with a smile. He’d never felt so focused, and it couldn’t have come at a better time. Had he reached a new level of skill? Or was the coach trying out some new combat drug delivered through his armor’s auto-injectors? Whatever the case, he decided it didn’t matter one bit. 75 meters to the goal was nothing. It was time to win.

      He jumped to the next building, rolling up to a run just as the Laser outrider zipped past his position below. The outrider would know Redlock was there, but they’d have to drop off the medico and come back before Redlock needed to worry about them. Since the outrider had the advantage on roads, Redlock tried to stay high, but there weren’t many second-story options this close to the goal. He dropped down, darted across an alley and wove through, over, and around the debris and junk all over the ground.

      Approaching a tight bend where the waiting enemy blaster would have a clear line of fire in an elevated position, Redlock took a page from Kid Stealth Legs’ book. He vaulted up diagonally, skipping from one wall to the other, as machine gun bullets sprayed space below him. The gunfire arced up after him, but he stayed ahead of it. When he ran out of building, Redlock kicked off and unleashed a spray of bullets back from his own weapon, scattering the heavy’s aim. Redlock smashed into the burly man and they both tumbled to the ground.

      Redlock’s biomonitor readings flickered red, then shifted to yellow-green after the impact. No big deal. Just bruises, unlike the poor bastard he’d landed on. No time to rest. He caught sight of two enemy bangers lining up shots on him. Redlock wrenched the body around, shielding himself just as the enemies fired. The large corpse shook with several high velocity impacts, but no bullets penetrated all the way through to hit Redlock as he ran toward the gunfire. Just before he reached them, he tossed the corpse up and back over him with one and and slid under on his knees. With what seemed like all the time in the world, he raised his submachine gun in his other hand and put down the two bangers with one burst each. As he skipped back to his feet, he realized only one scout stood between him and victory.

      As if on cue, gunshots rang out, and Redlock staggered forward from the three shots that punched across his back.

      But he was still holding the ball. He ran. He leaped one direction, lunged the other, and twisted his body around to get a look at his tormentor. The bastard crouched on top of a Taco Temple building that looked brand new in contrast to the surrounding decay, squeezing off bursts from an Ares Crusader machine pistol at Redlock, and with a clear view of the ground around the goal. And the outrider was coming back around without the medico.

      Redlock ducked behind a brand-new GMC Bulldog model van—product placement as well as cover—and took a moment to calculate his next move. Either he’d have to risk the scout’s fire and go for the goal, or he’d be facing even more opponents—away from the goal. Redlock took a deep breath.

      He pointed his Ingram Smartgun around his cover. The smartlink camera feed from his gun showed him the scout, and Redlock squeezed off some suppressive fire to keep the scout’s head down—easy, since their light armor made them wary of getting shot.

      Without checking to see if it worked, Redlock ran from cover. 23 meters to the goal. The scout popped out, their pistol aimed at Redlock. Each time they pulled the trigger, Redlock easily dodged their aim. He seemed to be able to sense where the attacks would be just before the gun fired. Wizard.

      The goal got closer and closer, the day-glo circle illuminated even more brightly by the augmented reality overlaying his optic vision. The scout’s gun clicked empty just as Redlock skidded to a halt, unharmed, in the center of the goal. He held the ball aloft and the GOAL!! indicator flashed above his vision.

      SCREAMERS WIN!! suddenly appeared over the P-Tac, accompanied by a confetti animation effect. He’d scored the winning goal! As he watched the furious enemy player toss his empty pistol to the ground below, Redlock showed off for the crown with a victory dance.

      Tens of thousands of fans cheered or booed the end of the playoff game. 2-1. The Seattle Screamers were on their way to the Super Brawl.

      Redlock felt the wave of adrenaline start to come down and realized he’d be in a lot of pain soon, so he triggered the stims built into his armor’s auto-injector. He’d need it all; he was sure to be on camera giving interviews.

      That’ll show her, he thought.
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