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      1.
    

    
    
      Cautiously, Mark Borraisle half-flexed his new, prodigious cybernetic bicep.  The motion felt natural and pain free.  He tightened his fist and watched the veins pulse beneath the surface of the polymer skin.  The arm felt better than ever, strong enough to throw a tight spiral the length of the football field for a touchdown.  He proceeded with the self-examination and extended his right leg, noting how much the newly-fitted inter-knee brace increased flexibility and his range of movement.
    

    
      He looked up confidently, at ease.  "Both feel good," he said to the woman next to him, Neuropa Knights' team sports physician, Leanna Storm.
    

    
      The attractive doctor in the white lab coat only nodded slowly, the perfunctory and languid gesture signaling to Mark that she might be tired of continuously overseeing his cybertherapy.  Slipping on an under jersey, Mark grinned that slow smile that was as famous throughout the galaxy as his passing accuracy.  "Come on, Doctor, say something.  Don't just give me that look.  Injuries are part of the game
      —
      you know I know the risks."
    

    
      For a second, Storm cast her eyes aside and the medical poise seemed to retreat.  Mark wondered what she was thinking.  There was no question that Storm was brilliant and one of the best sports physicians who’d ever treated him.  But what did she think about constantly patching up human athletes?  How did she feel about him?  He looked at her shoulder-length brown hair and full lips, and wondered.
    

    
      Storm shook her head and quickly regained her composed guise.  "It's not that simple, Mark.  True, nowadays we can heal just about any sports injury, but we can only go so far. Take a look at yourself."
    

    
      As if by command, Mark’s gaze descended to take in the melding of skin and polymer that now comprised his arms and legs.  And those were just his limbs.  In the years that Mark had played professional football, he had also been fitted with an exo-skeletal brace, two replacement ribs, and a bionic eye.  
      Humans just weren't meant to play football anymore.
        His scrutiny continued, back again to his new synthetic bicep.  He wondered if this was it.  Eventually, even the best nano-enhanced players broke down under the strain of too many parts and implants.
    

    
      Storm continued.  "The bicep operation was minor, but your knees
      —
      "
    

    
      Mark winced, involuntarily remembering his first professional injury … when he had been scrambling madly from a would-be tackler, only to be slammed from behind by the wrong end of a titan in metal.  He still remembered the excruciating pain when the force of the tackle caved in his knee, as the robot linebacker's shoulder broke through flesh, bone and ligament with equal pulverization until his lower leg was dangling by mere fibers.  Flesh, tendon, muscle
      —
      they seemed like such crude, imperfect matter beside the alternative mechanical components.  He knew
      —
      he'd faced robot players with mechanized variants of human tissue, muscle and bone for the better part of six seasons.  And each season they got better and faster, more well equipped to knock him out of a game.
    

    
      It had taken a completely artificial knee, a year of cybertherapy and an endless amount of spitting and cursing to overcome the injury.  But he’d done it.  The next year, the Neuropa Knights won the Galactic Bowl and Mark was named Most Valuable Player.  The final drive of the game was legend among Neuropan sports fans.  The Knights were trailing 24 - 21 with 1:26 left in the game when Mark led the team on a consummate 80-yard drive that culminated with his touchdown pass to the back of the endzone for the win with seconds remaining.
    

    
      Summoning the memory of his success in that game, Mark said, "I really don't see the problem.  The recovery from this injury
      —
      ” He motioned casually to the knee with the brace, "is nowhere near as bad as my first knee injury.  True, my mobility's been impacted a little, but in the two games I played with it 
      … 
      "
    

    
      Storm rolled her eyes.  "Come off it, Mark, I saw the last two games.  How many times were you sacked?”  She keyed in a sequence on her wristband.  Her query returned a holographic data grid that hovered in front of her and showed Mark’s stats for the season.  “8 against the Dragons and 12 against the Stardiggers."
    

    
      Mark took offense.  "Look, Doc.  You might be the best sports physician in the league but that doesn’t mean you know anything about football.  If you watched those games, you’d know that our offensive line played like crap the last two games.  Why don’t you access some stats on the o-line?  Hell, T-Rex’s first year in the league was the same year I graduated high school!  They don’t even make replacement parts for him anymore.  Ends are blowing right past him now.”
    

    
      Storm shook her head.  "Get serious and stop being defensive.  I'm trying to help you."  She dismissed the data view and moved closer, laying a hand on Mark's shoulder.  Intentional or not, the touch dislocated Mark's stubbornness.  Even if his skin was part polymer, there was no mistaking the gentleness and soothing of Storm’s touch; it was anything but a placating clinical pat.
    

    
      “Okay, let’s say for argument’s sake that you’re right and I’m winding down.  So what?  Every athlete must retire someday.  Even the bots get shelved.  I’m just telling you that day hasn’t come for me yet.”
    

    
      "Mark, do you remember when I started working for the Knights?"
    

    
      “What?  Why are you changing the subject?”
    

    
      Storm held up a finger.  “Hear me out.  Do you remember when I started working for the Knights?"
    

    
      “Yeah, you came over from the Titans, right?”
    

    
      “Yes, that’s right.”
    

    
      “It must have been four or five years ago.”
    

    
      “Four years ago,” Storm said, smiling.  “I can still remember getting the offer.  It was my big break
      —
      a chance to work for the class franchise in the league and the team I grew up watching
      .
        It was also an opportunity to work with the game’s premier player.  With you, Mark.”
    

    
      Mark blushed.  “Thanks, Leanna, but I’m not really following.”
    

    
      “The point is, Mark, that you were larger than life then.  You were the best quarterback in the league and eons beyond the bots.  Your rookie year
      —
      I was doing a residency at a hospital on Earth then
      —
      the ER was flooded week after week with kids who injured themselves playing pickup football with bots.  And they all said they were playing because they wanted to be like Mark Borraisle.”  Storm’s voice softened.  “But it’s not like that anymore, and it’s my job to look out for you.  To make sure you’re not under any illusions and you don’t get yourself injured permanently
      —
      or something worse.”
    

    
      “But I know how it is.  I know … I’m a little past my prime.”
    

    
      "It’s beyond that, Mark.  All the media think you've lost it.  That you can't play anymore and that the Knights are just keeping you around because you're a novelty
      —
      an anachronism and a curiosity for the fans who still pay top rates to sync with a human instead of a robot."
    

    
      Mark finally felt the cold hand of apprehension tug at his confidence.
    

    
      "Wait a minute, Leanna.  Don't say that.  It's only been two bad games.  If it's that bad we'll just go with another artificial knee, a complete reconstruction this time."
    

    
      Storm shook her head.  "We can't do that.  After the first replacement, you lost some mobility, but you retained enough so that you were still able to play at a competitive level.  With this inter-brace, you've lost a little more, and now you're just barely keeping up, if that.  Any additional surgery will likely slow you down to the point where you’d be unable to compete and would be a liability out there."
    

    
      "What!" Mark exclaimed.  "This doesn't make sense.  The robot players are completely artificial.  Why not transfer some parts and
      —
      "
    

    
      "It doesn't work that way.  A robotic player is a unified system.  There aren't as many variables to account for.  When we get into human physiology, bio-matching, and RNA splicing, it's much more complex.  And, let's face it, the research isn't moving in that direction
      —
      nobody in biosports is trying to make humans as fast and as strong as robots."
    

    
      Her eyes narrowed.  "It might be time to think about moving on."
    

      

    
      2.
    

    
    
      It was difficult for a human to stand before an android athlete and not feel overwhelmed.  From the blackish-silver polychrome skin, to the symmetrical and dense musculature, to the pulsating, scarlet digiteyes, the robot body was an ideal representation of all the latent grace and infinity locked in the human form.  Without any of the shortcomings.
    

    
      "Micron," Mark greeted, shuffling into the Knights locker room a few paces ahead of Storm.  Micron was a towering, two and a half-meter specimen, as powerful as a mountain and nearly as pleasant to speak to.  As teammates went, Mark liked him. Micron was also the Knights’ best defensive linemen, and one of the best pure pass rushers in the league.
    

    
      "Dr. Storm here is worried about my playing ability."  Mark laughed as if the supposition was the silliest thing imaginable and let the statement linger for the android's contemplation.
    

    
      Micron picked up on Mark’s hint and turned to Storm.  "Dr. Storm, greetings."  The monotone voice was flat and soulless, an old design decision by early bot engineers who thought robots sounded weird with anthropomorphic characteristics.  "While given Mark Borraisle’s age and catalog of injuries, he is vulnerable to an increasing number of negligible to serious injuries with each game he plays, he still maintains the requisite physical strength, speed and agility to compete and succeed at the quarterback position.  In addition, would be remiss if did not point out that he can throw farther and faster than our backup model and has helped us win many close games, including 19 fourth-quarter comebacks throughout his career.  Players on the team respect Mark’s courage and look to him for leadership."
    

    
      Mark tried not to smirk, but he couldn't help beaming at Storm.  He'd show her
      —
      who better to counter her grim diagnosis of his condition than one of his mechanized teammates, a player who, by programmatic law, was incapable of lying?
    

    
      Storm wasn’t impressed, though.  "That’s kind of you to support your teammate, Micron, but you're hardly an expert in the field.  And you forgot to mention the backup model's superior throwing accuracy and scrambling ability."
    

    
      Micron nodded.  "As always, Dr. Storm, you offer well-reasoned analysis.  But, in this case, your diagnosis of Mark Borraisle fits any player, including the model before you.  Every player has weaknesses, and every player is in danger of breakdown at any time during a game."
    

    
      Before Storm could respond, Micron changed the subject.   "One other matter, Dr. Storm.  Have not yet received your response on the latest inquiry to your Efficiency Feedback Database.  Have validated a one-twelfth second decrease in forty-meter sprint from a standing start as well as 6-centimeter variation in vertical leaping ability. Have also
      —
      "
    

    
      "Micron!" Storm interrupted.  "The game's not till Friday!  Don't worry, I'll be back with my full staff tomorrow."
    

    
      Moving slowly away from the two, Mark chuckled at Storm’s exasperation.  He only hoped he could laugh off her diagnosis on the field.
    

    
      He moved to another section of the locker room and approached the Knight’s newly acquired linebacker, DreadNought.  Blazing speed, strong, nimble, and built to last, DreadNought was one of the newest and most advanced models on the market today.  Bots like DreadNought made players like Micron look like lagging, ill-fitted relics by comparison.  Taking in the factory-fresh sheen, Mark winced.  If robot players like DreadNought became the norm, Mark would be hard-pressed to rebut Storm’s grim analysis of his playing ability.  But he quickly reminded himself that DreadNought was a prototype, a possible forerunner of a new series of robot players for the next decade, but still an experimental design model.
    

    
      "DreadNought," he said.  "What defensive squad are you practicing with today?"  DreadNought sneered back and snapped off a belligerent reply.  "Get lost!"
    

    
      Mark stopped short.  Bots came out-of-the-box without any emotions.  They acted and spoke dispassionately and clinically, and they won and lost with equal seeming indifference.  On occasion, though, teams modified robots, layering emotional packages onto the bots’ core programming.  This was done in part for marketing purposes, to help sell the teams by showcasing distinctive bot player personalities.  But teams also integrated emotions into their bots to promote camaraderie and competition. The thinking was that some human players responded well to bot intimidation.
    

    
      The fact that the robot was taunting him likely meant one thing
      —
      that Coach Sylvan had modified DreadNought to target Mark.
    

    
      "Just great," Mark groaned out loud.  It wasn’t that Mark didn’t see the value in a spirited practice in which a teammate acted out as a hostile opponent.  But bots programmed to taunt and display aggressive emotion acted inconsistently:
       
      some of them went so berserk they broke down during games; others were cool destroyers, seizing the perfect opportunity to knock a player out of the game.
    

    
      DreadNought, noting Mark's hesitation, said, "What?  Nothing to say, hot star Quarterback?  Have you calculated my speed and realized there's no way for you to avoid numerous sacks and painful blows at practice today?"
    

    
      Mark looked up and grinned in sweet defiance.
    

    
      "Ah, a newbie.  Look, DreadNought, you may think you're the metal messiah right now 'cause we traded two veteran players for the right to bid for you on the market, but you're still a prototype
      —
      green and untested."  He smirked.  "Hell, for all we know, you might blow up in your first game."
    

    
      DreadNought seemed to expand in size, Mark's retort fueling the Intimidation program.
    

    
      "Enough, human.  I'll talk on the practice field, looking down at your shattered, frail body."
    

    
      >> Practice field.  Five minutes.  Move!
    

    
      "Well, here's your chance," said Mark, staring intently at the rigid linebacker.
    

    
      "Yes," chided DreadNought.  "I'm looking forward to it."
    

    
      Mark's stare never faltered.  "And I will look back on it."
    

      

    
      3.
    

    
    
      Fundamentally, football hadn’t changed much over the centuries.  The playing field was still 100 yards, there were still eleven players on offense and eleven on defense, and teams still scored points through a combination of rushing, passing, and kicking.
    

    
      What had changed were
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