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  THE DEATH OF DUANE CHAPMAN




  

    The journeyman Hilketa athlete was looking to make an impression in his final game. But then he did something unexpected. He died.




    By Cary Wise




    SPECIAL TO THE HILKETA NEWS


  




  By the time Duane Chapman died on the Hilketa field, his head had already been torn off twice.




  Having it torn off for the third time was unusual, even for Hilketa, in which the point of the game is to rip the head off a selected opponent and then toss or carry it

  through a goal at the end of the field. The computer operated by the officials in the game operations room—improvised for this exhibition game between the Boston Bays and the Toronto

  Snowbirds in an appropriated stadium luxury skybox—was supposed to select randomly from the defending players on the field who would be the “goat” for the current play: the player

  whose head the offense would try to remove while the remaining defense players fought them off, with their bodies and with game-approved weapons. With eleven players on each side, it was unusual

  for any one player to get goat duty more than once or twice a game.




  But the operative word here is “random.” Sometimes, just by the roll of the electronic dice, a player can be chosen as goat three times in one game. Later

  examination of the game computer showed it hadn’t been tampered with. It selected Chapman, once, twice, three times, entirely randomly.




  Nor had it chosen poorly. Chapman was not the franchise player for the Boston Bays—that honor belonged to Kim Silva, who had just signed a five-year, $83-million

  contract with the Northeast Division leaders—nor was he recognized as a key specialist, like Wesley Griffith, who was known to make the lumbering tank threeps he specialized in look like

  limber scout models during critical plays.




  What Chapman was, however, was arguably the Bays’ best utility fielder; a jack of all positions and threep body models, even if master of none. “You can put

  him anywhere and in any body model and he’ll get the job done,” Bays manager David Pena said, at the evening’s postgame press conference. “He’s the guy you think of

  when you think of the phrase ‘team player.’”




  Chapman had also developed a reputation over his three seasons in the North American Hilketa League of being a wily goat—one who could run down the four-minute clock of

  the “capo” portion of the play, limiting the number of points opposing teams could get from taking his head. This sort of strategic play-making could be frustrating for fans who had

  come to see blood—fake blood, but blood nonetheless—but for a canny manager like Pena, this talent played into his ability to stymie opponents, forcing them into errors and bad field

  strategy.




  This much was apparent the first time Chapman was the goat, four plays into the first half. The Bays’ Silva started the game with a bang by taking Snowbirds goat Toby

  Warner’s head in the first minute and then spearheading a blitzkrieg into Toronto territory in the “coda” portion of the play, running through the outside goal in only

  thirty-seven seconds for a ten-point push.




  The Snowbirds answered strongly, decapitating the Bays’ Gerard Mathis in two minutes, but the three-minute-forty-eight-second scrum in the coda and the resulting inside

  goal throw-in netted Toronto only six points. Although the Birds smothered the Bays in the next capo, keeping Nat Guzman’s head on her shoulders, they still needed five points to take the

  lead.




  When Chapman was chosen as goat the next play, he and Pena didn’t let that happen. Instead Chapman, centrally located on the field, faded back toward the Bays’

  goal and Pena ordered what the history-loving manager likes to call an “Agincourt,” funneling the Snowbirds into a gauntlet to get at their quarry.




  The Bays’ Laurie Hampton and Ouida Kimbrough used the crossbows to snipe out Conception Rayburn and Elroy Gil, two of Toronto’s best headtakers, and the rest of

  the Bays kept the Snowbirds engaged in a melee, leaving Chapman, piloting a general threep, to easily outrun Brendon Soares and September Vigil, piloting tanks. By the time Soares finally pried

  Chapman’s head off, the capo period had ground down to nothing, giving Chapman a small victory.




  Chapman wouldn’t be so lucky in his second session as goat, in the first play of the second half. This time Rayburn, who later admitted being furious at having been

  sniped earlier, grabbed a sword rather than his more favored hammer, snuck past Jalisa Acevedo’s tank and Donnell Mesa’s warrior, and dove straight for Chapman, snapping off his head in

  a near record twenty seconds from the start of the capo. Forty seconds later Rayburn risked an upper goal; Chapman’s head sailed through the hoop and the Snowbirds had scored the maximum

  possible eighteen points, putting them comfortably into the lead.




  In postgame interviews with media, Rayburn said that Chapman had been yelling about the pain of his threep’s head being severed. “I didn’t pay any

  mind,” he said. “I thought he was trying to distract me, like you do when you’re the goat. And anyway, being the goat’s supposed to hurt. It’s why we leave pain

  on.”




  What Rayburn said here is important. North American Hilketa League rules require all players to retain some pain sensitivity in their threeps—rules require at least 5

  percent of standard receptivity, and most players tune their game threeps into the 5 to 10 percent range. The argument here is that maintaining some pain receptivity—even at a level below

  what would register as truly painful—keeps the players rooted in reality, and reminds them that their threeps are not invulnerable to physical damage, and are expensive to maintain and

  repair.




  When Chapman’s head came back to his threep after the play, the first thing he did was walk over to Pena and report an anomaly with his body. Pena referred him to Royce

  Siegel, the Bays’ sideline technical support lead.




  “He said he was feeling more pain than usual,” Siegel told the press in the conference after the game. “I did a diagnostic on the threep and there was

  nothing that showed up as a problem.” Siegel then pinged Alton Ortiz, Chapman’s care provider, who was watching over his body in Philadelphia. (Chapman, unlike most of his teammates,

  did not have his body travel to events, due to autoimmune issues. He piloted his threep remotely using dedicated connections to minimize lag.) Ortiz reported nothing unusual on his end. Chapman

  returned to the field for the next play, on offense.




  When asked why he didn’t sub out Chapman after he reported playing in increasing pain, Pena said, simply, “He didn’t ask.”




  Why didn’t he ask? There are several possible reasons. The first is that Chapman, like many journeyman athletes, had performance bonuses he was aiming for to pad out his

  standard contractual rate. Although this was an exhibition game, and its stats wouldn’t go to the season records, they would go to Chapman’s contractual quotas. He was getting an early

  start at a salary increase, in other words.




  The second reason was why the Bays and the Snowbirds were playing in the capital in the first place: The NAHL was expanding into Washington, D.C., as well as Philadelphia,

  Austin, and Kansas City, and would have an expansion draft at the end of the season. For a player like Chapman, an expansion draft could be a chance to move up into a key role at one of the new

  teams. The Washington game had the entire NAHL brass at it, along with several potential new franchise owners and investors, including Washington, D.C., favorite son Marcus Shane, as well as their

  prospective management and coaching teams. Chapman might have thought that staying in the game was the best way to come to their attention and make an argument for being in their expansion draft

  selections.




  And then there’s the third reason, as Kim Silva said, after the game: “You play through the pain. Always.”




  This is a mantra for every athlete in every sport, of course. But it’s even more so for the athletes of Hilketa. They know they are both more and less than your average

  athlete—they are also Hadens, that small percentage of citizens whose bodies are inactive while their minds move freely through the world, both in the online venue of the Agora and in the

  offline world, through which they navigate in their threeps.




  It’s these threeps—machines designed arguably better and more efficiently than human bodies—that have led many, including non-Haden professional athletes, to

  state that Hilketa athletes aren’t athletes at all, but something along the lines of glorified video game players.




  This naturally rankles Hilketa players, the game’s fans, and many Hadens. At the minimum, if NASCAR drivers can be considered athletes, so too can Hilketa players. But

  ask any Hilketa athlete and they will tell you that there’s physicality to the sport. Even if their bodies are immobile, the effort required to pilot their threeps for the ninety minutes of

  each game (not to mention practices and other related work) takes a physical and mental toll. They work hard. They feel aches and fatigue. And when the hits come hard and fast, they feel the pain.

  Real pain, for real athletes.




  But they know how many people would deny that pain is real. So they play through, more than they might otherwise, more than non-Haden athletes might, to make the

  point.




  For some or all of these reasons, Chapman went back onto the field.




  Seasoned observers of the game could see right away that there was something going on with Chapman. ESPN commentator Rochelle Webb pointed out how he started to hang back on

  the Bays’ next offensive drive. “Chapman’s keeping to the backfield, which isn’t where you usually see him,” she commented. Washington Post’s Hilketa

  reporter Dave Miller noted on the site’s live simulcast that Chapman picked up the crossbow as his weapon for the play. “He’s done that maybe three or four other times in his

  career,” Miller noted, “probably because he can’t hit the broadside of a barn.” Miller was right; Chapman shot his bolt at the Birds’ Sonia Sparks and missed her by a

  country mile.




  On a normal night, Chapman’s lack of engagement might be the top story of the game—or at least enough of a reason for Pena to finally bite the bullet and take him

  off the field—but right around the time Chapman decided to loiter in the background, Silva made it clear why the Bays were paying a premium price for her, racking up twenty points in the next

  two offensive plays and single-handedly thwarting Elroy Gil’s upper-goal attempt.




  Almost no one was looking at Chapman during this remarkable run, and those who were confined their comments to asides, minor color commentary filling out the edges of a star

  turn.




  And then Chapman became the goat for the third time.




  At first it looked as if Chapman was doing what he always did when he was goat: ducking, weaving, evading, running the field to run down the clock.




  Then the Post’s Dave Miller saw it. “Chapman is calling a time-out? There are no time-outs in Hilketa.”




  “Chapman’s putting his hands out at Rayburn,” Webb said on ESPN, as the Toronto star bore down on him. “He looks like he’s trying to say

  ‘Don’t hit me.’”




  Rayburn didn’t hit him. As Chapman scrambled backward from his grasp, he collided with September Vigil, one of Toronto’s tanks.




  With one massive tank arm, Vigil hugged Chapman’s threep to her.




  With the other, she reached down and tore off his head.




  “I didn’t know,” Vigil said afterward, and anyone who doesn’t believe threeps can convey emotion simply did not see Vigil in her personal rig, sitting

  there in obvious shock. “Duane screamed when I took his head, but we all scream when that happens. We’re supposed to scream. You want to distract and confuse the other player. I

  thought he was trying to make me lose focus.”




  Vigil didn’t lose focus. She tossed the head to Rayburn, who ran it in for eight points.




  By this time Siegel knew something was wrong with Chapman. “I got a call from Alton, Duane’s caregiver, telling me his heart rate and brain activity were all over

  the place,” Siegel said. “I pulled up his physical stats on my glasses and confirmed it. Alton was yelling at me to disconnect him from the threep. He was convinced something was going

  haywire with it. But it wasn’t the threep. Or if it was, I couldn’t tell.” Siegel pulled the plug on the threep anyway.




  From the point of view of the spectators and other players, nothing special had happened. Players had been unplugged from their threeps before, when there were connection

  issues or major damage. A cart came onto the field during the reset and took the headless threep away to scattered applause. Pena called in Warren Meyer as a substitute for the remaining minutes of

  the game. There was nothing to suggest that 140 miles away Duane Chapman was suddenly fighting for his life.




  It was a fight he would lose minutes before the end of the game, which the Bays would win, 58 to 41. Pena was informed by Alton Ortiz as the final seconds counted

  down.




  After a game players normally head to the press zone for interviews almost immediately, pausing only to switch to their personal threeps. That didn’t happen this time.

  Both the Bays and the Snowbirds were sent, still in their game threeps, to the home and visiting locker rooms, where Pena and Snowbirds manager Linda Patrick quietly informed their players of

  Chapman’s death.




  Nearly every Bays and Snowbirds player withdrew from the postgame press scrum, heading home stunned. Only Pena, Siegel, Silva, Rayburn, and Vigil remained to meet with

  reporters, who were now independently receiving reports about Chapman.




  “We don’t know what happened yet,” Pena said, at the press conference, when asked how it was that Chapman died. He said it would take days or possibly weeks

  to figure out what caused an otherwise healthy Haden athlete to suddenly die. Washington police and medical examiners would look into it, as well as the FBI’s desk for Haden affairs, and the

  league itself.




  When Pena was asked how Chapman’s death would affect the league, the manager looked at the reporter who asked the question like he was a bug. “At the moment, I

  couldn’t give a damn about that,” he said.




  The right answer, but the question wasn’t out of line. The Bays-Snowbirds exhibition game was meant to be a showcase for what has been the quickest-growing major sport

  in North America, with four new franchises up for grabs in the next year; representatives from China, Russia, and Germany attended with an eye toward creating one or more international leagues in

  Europe and Asia. What should have been a triumph for the league, including a star turn by Silva, the league’s biggest draw, had now been overshadowed by the league’s first athlete

  death.




  As for Chapman, the journeyman player who had hoped for his star to rise, he has found his way into Hilketa’s record books in another, more tragic, fashion.




  “It’s unbelievable,” the visibly emotional Pena said, near the end of the press conference. “But it’s also just like Duane. He gave everything to

  the game. Everything to the league. He never wanted to leave the field.”




  He never did. Until he left it forever.




  





  Chapter One




  I almost missed seeing Duane Chapman die.




  I didn’t know it at the time. All I knew was that I was running late for the “special exhibition game experience” that I was supposed to be having along with my mother and

  father. The North American Hilketa League really really really wanted my dad to be a minority investor in the league’s upcoming Washington, D.C., franchise, and thought wooing him in a luxury

  skybox would do the trick.




  I was doubtful about this—Dad knew his way around skyboxes, as both a former NBA player and current real estate billionaire, and didn’t see them as anything particularly

  special—but I did know that my flatmates, Hilketa fans all, were glowing green with envy that I was attending the game. This had been literally the case with the twins, Justin and Justine,

  who for the last three days had set the LED piping of their threep to pulse green at me anytime I walked past them. I thought that was overdoing it, personally.




  I had left the house in time to make it to the start of the game, but public transportation had other plans for me. I spent the first half of the game in a tube, surrounded by increasingly

  agitated passengers.




  Where are you, my mother had texted me, once the game had started.




  Stuck on the Metro, I sent back. The train stopped fifteen minutes ago. We’re all looking at each other deciding who to eat first.




  I think you’re safe, she replied.




  Don’t be too sure, I sent. I can see some of them sizing up my threep to part it out for battery power.




  Well, if you survive, try to hurry up, Mom texted. Your father is being swarmed by German businessmen and I’m being condescended to by PR flacks. I know you won’t want to

  miss any of that.




  I hear there’s a game going on too, I sent back.




  A what now? she replied.




  Eventually the train decided to move again, and ten minutes after that I was heading into the stadium, threading my way through other Metro stoppage victims, rushing to see the second half of

  the game. Some of them were in Boston Bays white and blue, others were wearing the Toronto Snowbirds purple and gray. The rest were wearing Washington Redhawks burgundy and gold, because this is

  Washington, D.C., and why wouldn’t they.




  “I can help you,” a gate attendant said to me, waving me over. She had very little traffic because most of the attendees were already in the stadium. I flashed my ticket code onto my

  chest monitor and she scanned it.




  “Skybox, very nice,” she said. “You know where you’re going?”




  I nodded. “I’ve been here before.”




  The attendant was about to respond when there was a commotion behind us. I looked over and saw a small clot of protesters chanting and waving signs. HILKETA DISCRIMINATES, read one of the signs.

  LET US PLAY TOO, read another one. EVEN THE BASQUE DON’T LIKE HILKETA, read a third. The protesters were being shuffled off by stadium security, and they weren’t happy about it.




  “I don’t even get that sign,” she said to me, as they were being hustled away.




  “Which one?”




  “The Basque one.” She pronounced the word “baskee.” “The other ones I get. All the Hilketa players are Hadens and these guys”—she waved at the

  protesters, none of whom were Hadens—“don’t like that. But what does that other sign even mean?”




  “The word ‘Hilketa’ comes from the Basque language,” I said. “It means ‘murder.’ Some Basque people don’t like that it’s used. They think it

  makes them look bad.”




  “Why?”




  “I don’t know. I’m not Basque.”




  “Everyone’s got a word for murder,” the attendant said.




  I nodded at that and looked back at the retreating protesters. Some of them saw me and started chanting more forcefully. Apparently they were under the impression that because I was a Haden,

  their grievances were my fault. A couple of them had glasses on and were looking at me in the fixed sort of way that indicated they were either storing an image of me or trying to call up my public

  information.




  Well, this was a new threep and I didn’t keep my information public when I wasn’t working, so good luck, there, guys. I thanked the gate attendant and headed in.




  The particular skybox I was going to was a large one, designed to fit a few dozen people, a buffet, and a full-service bar. It was basically a hotel conference room with a view of a sporting

  field.




  I glanced around, looking for my parents. I found Dad first, and this was not entirely surprising. As a former NBA player, he towered above most other people in most rooms. And as Marcus Shane,

  one of the most famous humans in the world, he was generally thronged.




  As he was here—two concentric rings of admirers arrayed themselves around him, holding drinks and looking up at him raptly as he related some story or another. Dad’s natural habitat,

  in other words.




  He waved when he saw me but didn’t wave for me to come over. I knew what that meant. He was working. A few of the people who were thronging him glanced over to see who he had waved at, but

  seeing only an anonymous threep, they turned their attention back to Dad. That was fine by me.




  “Oh, good. Here, take this,” someone said, and shoved a glass at me.




  I looked up and saw a middle-aged suit. “Pardon me?” I said.




  “I’m done with this,” he said, waggling the glass.




  “Okay. Congratulations.”




  The man peered at my threep. “You’re catering, yes?”




  “Not really.” I considered flashing my FBI identity information at the suit and then enjoying the fumbling that would follow. Before I could, someone in a white blouse and an apron

  appeared. “Let me take that,” he said, taking the suit’s glass.




  The suit grunted. “And bring me another. Jack and Coke.” He walked off in the direction of Dad.




  “Sorry about that,” the catering staffer said.




  “Not your fault.” I looked around the room. “Interesting, though.”




  “What is?”




  “A skybox full of non-Hadens, here for a game played by Hadens, and the first thing that dude does when he sees a threep is hand over his drink glass.” I nodded to the glass the

  caterer had in his hand.




  “I better go get him another one,” the caterer said.




  “Do. Try not to spit in it.” The caterer grinned and walked off.




  I walked over to the glass wall partitioning the inside of the skybox from its balcony and went through the door there, going to the balcony railing and taking in the roar of the spectators. If

  the size of the crowd was any indication, the league wasn’t wrong to want to expand into Washington. The stadium was jammed to the upper decks.




  “I still don’t know what’s going on,” a man said, next to me, to another man standing next to him.




  “It’s not complicated,” the second man said, and pointed at the field, to a threep whose head was ringed with flashing, blinking red lights. “That threep’s the

  goat. That’s the player the other team wants to rip the head off of. They try to take his head, while his team tries to keep him from having his head ripped off.”




  “And when the head is taken, they try to punt it through the goalposts.”




  “Punt it, toss it, or carry it through, yes.”




  “And everyone has swords and hammers and bats—”




  “They have those because that shit’s just fun.”




  The first man stopped to consider this. “Why ‘goat’?”




  The second man began to expound on this, but I went back inside to find Mom.




  Who I found in the seats facing toward the field, drink in hand, smiling tightly while some young and overenthusiastic dude chatted her up. I recognized the smile as the one Mom used as an

  alternative to murdering someone. I went over to her, to save her from the overenthusiastic dude, and to save the overenthusiastic dude from her.




  “Chris, finally,” Mom said as I came up. I bent over to receive a peck on the cheek. She turned, acknowledging her seatmate. “This is Marvin Stephens. He’s with the

  league’s PR department.”




  Stephens stood and held out a hand for me. I shook it. “A thrill to meet you, Chris,” he said. “I’m a big fan.”




  “I didn’t know FBI agents had fans,” I said.




  “Oh, well, not of your FBI work,” Stephens said, and then produced a slightly startled look. He was worried he’d made a faux pas. “I mean, I’m sure your FBI work is

  good.”




  “Thank you,” I said, dryly.




  “I meant when you were younger.”




  “Ah, you meant when I was famous for being famous.”




  “I wouldn’t put it that way.” Stephens’s startled look was back. “I mean, you were a symbol for Hadens everywhere.”




  I thought about poking at Stephens a little bit more, and finding out just how many permutations of his startled look I could get out of him. But it wouldn’t have been nice.




  And anyway, he wasn’t wrong. When I was young, I was a symbol for Hadens everywhere, the poster child for an entire group of humans, all locked into their bodies by a disease and

  using machines and neural networks to get through the world, just like I did, and do. Being a poster child was a nice gig, until it wasn’t. Which is why I stopped doing it and went to work

  for the FBI instead.




  I could have explained this all to Stephens, who was still standing there, looking increasingly worried that he’d just stepped in it. Stephens was just trying to be complimentary, just

  like lots of other people who unintentionally blurted out a reminder I currently resided in the “where are they now” category of fame and then thought it was a bad thing, instead of

  something I hoped for and planned to happen.




  But that would have taken time and it would have meant having a long conversation of the sort that didn’t mix well with a sporting event.




  “I was,” I said. “Thank you for noticing.”




  Stephens relaxed and sat back down.




  “Marvin was explaining the game of Hilketa to me,” Mom said, waving toward the field, on which the Bays and the Snowbirds were currently going after each other with melee weapons.

  “In detail.”




  “It’s an amazing game,” Stephens said to me. “Are you a fan?”




  I shrugged.




  “Chris was more into video games growing up,” Mom said.




  “Hilketa is a video game too,” Stephens said. “In fact, the NAHL sponsors several virtual leagues to help train our athletes and to find new talent. Hadens and non-Hadens

  both.”




  “I ran into some non-Hadens protesting outside,” I noted. “They didn’t seem to feel they were well represented in the league.”




  “Well, there’s a skill gap,” Stephens said. “Non-Hadens still lag behind in piloting threeps. It’s a reaction-time thing.”




  “Is it.”




  “That’s the official response, anyway.” Stephens got that startled look again. He realized what he’d said and how he’d said it. I wondered how long he’d been

  in his job. “I mean, it is the reason. It’s not just an excuse. The NAHL is open to qualified athletes regardless of Haden status.”




  “Good to know.”




  “It’s just that piloting threeps is tricky. You know . . .” He motioned to me, or more accurately, my threep. “Without a neural network, getting around in a Personal

  Transport requires a lot of skill and attention.” Stephens pointed out toward the field, to a Toronto tank threep that was pounding the hell out of a Bays player with its fists, to cheers.

  “When I started this job, they put me in a VR getup and had me try to pilot a tank threep around an open field, so I could get a feel for how the players did their job.”




  “How did you do?” I asked.




  “I walked it into a wall,” Stephens admitted. “Several times. I just couldn’t get the hang of it. So it doesn’t surprise me that we don’t have non-Hadens

  playing the game at a professional level yet. It’s the one place Hadens have the advantage over the rest of us.” The startled look returned. “Well, I mean, not the only

  place. . . .”




  Mom glanced over at me on that one and then tinkled the ice in her glass at Stephens. “Would you be a dear and top off my drink for me,” she said, and Stephens practically fell over

  himself to grab the glass and extricate himself from the situation.




  “He seems nice,” I said, watching as he sprinted toward the bartender.




  “He’s clueless,” Mom said. “I’m sure he was assigned to me because he was the only apparatchik the league could spare to babysit the spouse of the man they wanted

  to extract money from.” She motioned with her head to Dad, who’d grown another ring of admirers. “I’m sure they thought he’d be relatively harmless.”




  “Do they not know who you are?” I asked.




  “They know I’m Marcus’ wife.” Mom did a hand movement that was her rather more elegant version of a shrug. “If they missed out on what else I am, that’s their

  problem.”




  Mom, that is, Jacqueline Oxford Shane, on the board of Shane Enterprises, executive vice president of the National Haden Family Association, ferocious fund-raiser, and scion of one of

  Virginia’s oldest and most politically connected families, who dated the current vice president before she met and married Dad. Rumor was the VP still regretted ever letting her go. I

  didn’t regret it. I wouldn’t be here if she’d stayed with him.




  I tilted my head at Dad. “So how’s he holding up, anyway?”




  “He’s fine,” Mom said. “He’s doing his thing.”




  “His ‘special exhibition game experience’ is apparently being mobbed by international businesspeople.”




  “You didn’t think we were invited to this because the league was trying to impress your dad, did you?” Mom said. She waved at the businesspeople. “We were invited so he

  could impress them.”




  “Does that mean Dad is going to invest in the new franchise?” I asked.




  Mom did her shrug wave again. “We’re looking at the numbers.”




  “How are they?”




  Before Mom could respond, two gentlemen appeared, gave slight bows, and then one spoke in Japanese.




  “Mr. Fukuyama apologizes for the intrusion, and wishes to know if you are a player in the Hilketa game,” the second man said, clearly the translator.




  I had known what Mr. Fukuyama said because my onboard translator had given me a translation as soon as it recognized Fukuyama was not speaking English at me.




  I stood and gave a small bow. “Please tell Mr. Fukuyama that I regret that I am not.”




  “This robot is not a player,” the translator told Fukuyama, in Japanese.




  “Damn it,” Fukuyama said. “I was promised that I would get to meet players on this trip. Why they think I will invest in an Asian Hilketa league when they can’t even show

  me the goods is beyond me.”




  “Perhaps you will meet a player after the game, sir,” the translator said.




  “I better.” Fukuyama nodded his head at me. “Get this robot’s autograph anyway. I promised my grandson I would get one from a player.”




  “But this is not a player,” the translator said.




  “My grandson won’t know the difference.”




  The translator reached into a suit pocket and produced a small notebook and a pen. “Please, an autograph?” he asked, in English.




  “Of course,” I said, taking the pen and signing the notebook with it, adding “I am not a Hilketa player” in English below the signature. I closed the notebook and handed

  it and the pen back to the translator. He and Fukuyama bowed and departed.




  “You’re famous,” Mom joked to me.




  “It’s a step up from when I came into the skybox and someone shoved a drink glass in my hand.”




  “Who did that?”




  “That one—” I pointed to the suit, now in the outer ring of my father’s admirers.




  “Oh, him,” Mom said. “I’ve met him. Smarmy little jerk.”




  “You were talking about the league numbers before we got interrupted,” I reminded her, to get her off the topic of the smarmy suit. “You were about to tell me how they

  were.”




  “They’re marginal.”




  “Ah, that good,” I said.




  “The NAHL likes to call itself the fastest-growing major sport in North America, but all the other major sports are decades old, so that’s just marketing,” Mom said.

  “Hilketa’s attendance and merchandising are growing but the league spends a lot. Your father has questions about the value proposition of investing in a franchise.”




  “You mean, you have questions about it.”




  “We both have questions about it,” Mom said. “The league just doesn’t appear to realize your father and I talk to each other.”




  “That’s going to end well.”




  “We’ll see.” Mom looked up at me as if she suddenly remembered something. “Where’s Leslie?” she asked. “I thought she was thinking of coming with

  you.”




  “She’s busy,” I said. “Leslie” in this case was Leslie Vann, my partner at the FBI, where we were part of the Haden affairs division.




  “She’s busy? Doing what?”




  “Avoiding sunlight. It’s a Sunday, Mom.”




  Mom snorted, delicately, at this. “Leslie needs fewer late nights, Chris.”




  “I’ll let her know you’ve volunteered to be her life coach.”




  “I just might take the job. Leslie is lovely”—and here I did an internal smirk, because in the year I’d been partnered with Vann, “lovely” was an adjective

  used about her exactly once, right now—“but she’s aimless.”




  “She likes aimless.”




  “Yes, well. If it makes her happy, I suppose. Look, here comes the problem child again.” She pointed to Stephens, who returned with Mom’s glass.




  A roar went up from the stands. Not because Mom got her drink, but because on the field, Duane Chapman’s head was ripped clean off.




  Mom grimaced. “I hate when that happens.”




  “The player is fine,” Stephens assured her. “It looks violent, but that’s a threep body. The player and his actual head are as safe as can be. He’s a Haden,

  after all.”




  My mother looked at Stephens, blankly and silently.




  “Which, uh, you knew,” Stephens said, awkwardly.




  Mom continued to stare blankly at Stephens.




  “You know, I’m going to check in with my boss to see if she needs me for anything,” he said, and sprinted off again.




  Mom watched him go, and then returned her attention to the game, where Duane Chapman’s headless threep sprawled on the Hilketa playing field. Meanwhile his head, carried off by the

  opposing team, was making its way down the pitch, one threep-crushing meter at a time.




  “It disturbs me to see a headless threep body on the field,” she said. “It makes me think about you.”




  “None of my threeps ever lost its head,” I said.




  “There was that time you rode your bike out in front of that truck,” Mom pointed out. “When you were eight.”




  “In that case it was less my threep losing its head than it was it hitting a truck and disintegrating and losing everything.”




  “That’s my point,” Mom said. “Threep bodies aren’t designed to have body parts removed.”




  I pointed to the field, where the Snowbirds and the Bays were literally going after each other with swords and war hammers. “Those threep bodies are,” I said.

  “Decapitations and severed limbs add to the drama of the game.”




  As if to accentuate the point, one of the Snowbirds slashed viciously at a Bay, whose arm lopped right off. The Bay responded by bringing a mallet down on the Snowbird’s threep skull. Then

  both of the players ran off in the direction of Duane Chapman’s head. The entire exchange brought more cheers from the crowd.




  Mom grimaced again. “I’m not sure I like this game very much.”




  “All my flatmates do,” I said. “When they found out I was coming to the game they plotted about how to kill me and take my ticket. They’re fans.”




  “But you don’t like it very much, do you?” Mom asked. “You shrugged when Stephens asked you if you were a fan. And I don’t remember you being much for it

  growing up.”




  “I liked basketball better.”




  “As you should,” Mom said. “Basketball’s done very well for our family. But that’s not the question.”




  I paused and tried to frame an answer.




  The long version of which would be:




  I have Haden’s syndrome. I contracted it when I was so young that I have no memory of not ever having it. Having Haden’s syndrome means you are locked into your body—your brain

  works fine but your body doesn’t. Haden’s affects about 1 percent of the global population and about four and a half million people in the United States: roughly the population of

  Kentucky, in other words.




  You can’t keep the population of Kentucky trapped in their own heads—especially when one of the victims of the syndrome was Margaret Haden, the then first lady, for whom the disease

  is named. So the United States and other countries funded a “moon shot” program of technologies, including implantable neural networks to let Hadens communicate, an online universe

  called “the Agora” to give us a place to exist as a community, and android-like “Personal Transports,” better known as “threeps,” that let us walk around and

  interact with non-Hadens on a near equal basis.




  I say “near equal basis” because, you know. People are people. Regrettably, many of them aren’t going to treat someone who looks like a robot exactly the way they’d treat

  a person who looks like a standard-issue human. See Mr. Smarmy Suit handing me a glass the second I walked through the door as an example of that.




  Not only that, but threep bodies are literally machines. Despite the fact they’re generally rated to operate within the usual human range of strength and agility, threeps in sports are

  generally a no-go. Have a co-worker in a threep for your office softball team? Fine. Playing shortstop for the Nationals? Not going to work. Yes, there were lawsuits. Turns out, in the eyes of the

  law, threeps are not the same as human bodies. They’re cars, basically.




  So here’s Hilketa. It’s an actual sport, designed to be played by people operating threeps—which meant Haden athletes. And it’s a popular sport, even (and, actually,

  especially) with non-Hadens, which means the Hadens who play the sport have become bona fide celebrities outside of Haden circles. In just a decade since its inception, the NAHL fields

  twenty-eight teams in four divisions across the United States and Canada, averages 15,000 spectators a game in the regular season, 95 percent of whom are non-Hadens, and has athletes earning

  millions and becoming posters on kids’ walls. That matters, for Hadens and for everyone who cares about them.




  Of course, I thought as I watched Duane Chapman’s head sail through the goalposts, giving the Snowbirds eight points, the reason Hilketa is so popular is that the players score points

  through simulated decapitation, and go after each other with melee weapons. It’s team gladiatorial combat, on a football field, with a nerdy scoring system. It’s all the violence every

  other team sport wishes it could have, but can’t, because people would actually die.




  In doing so, it makes the players something other than fully human. And that matters too, for Hadens and everyone who cares about them.




  Basically, Hilketa is both representation and alienation for Hadens.




  So: It’s complicated.




  Well, for a Haden. For non-Hadens, it’s just cool to see threeps pull off each other’s heads.




  “It’s okay,” is what I finally told my mom.




  She nodded, took a sip of her drink, and then motioned toward the field. “What’s going on down there?” she asked. Now that the play was done, Duane Chapman’s headless

  threep was being loaded onto a cart and sent off the field. From the Bays sideline, another threep came in for the next play.




  Before I could answer, I got an internal ping from Tony Wilton, one of my roommates. “Are you at the stadium?” Tony asked me.




  “Yes. In a VIP suite.”




  “I hate you.”




  “You should pity me. It’s mostly filled with corporate suits.”




  “Your life fascinates me. Be that as it may, you should access the stadium Haden feed if you can.”




  “Why?”




  “Because there’s something really weird happening with Duane Chapman. We’re watching the pay-per-view Haden feed. One minute he’s there and the next he’s

  not.”




  “He was taken off the field. His threep was, anyway.”




  “Right. But player stats and vitals are supposed to be live for the whole game whether they’re on the field or not. All the other player S&Vs are live but his. People are talking

  about it. I want to know if it’s just a glitch in the feed we’re getting.”




  “I’ll check,” I said. “Let me get back to you.” I disconnected and turned back to Mom, who had noticed the pause.




  “Everything all right?” she asked.




  “I have to check something,” I said. “Give me a second.” She nodded.




  I opened up the Haden view of the game.




  The game field, previously green and blank, exploded with data.




  Data on the players, on the field, and on the sidelines. Data about the play currently being executed. Data about the field itself. Data about the stadium and attendance. Current data,

  historical data, projections based on data coming in real time, processed with AI and by viewer sentiment.




  This view of the data, and the game itself, could be displayed from any angle, up to and including the first-person view from the players themselves. Thanks to the overwhelming number of cameras

  framing the game and the amount of data otherwise filling in and modeling any gaps the cameras missed, one could virtually walk the field while the game was afoot and plant one’s ass down in

  the very center of the action.




  That’s the Haden view of the game.




  To be clear, the Haden view was not accessible only to Hadens. Aside from being discriminatory, it would also be bad business for a sport whose fan base was massively skewed toward non-Hadens.

  People pay extra for the Haden view, and it would be stupid to limit access to 1 percent of the possible fan base. Even in the stands at the live event, the faces of non-Haden spectators glinted

  with the glasses streaming Haden view information into their eyeballs.




  The reason it was called “Haden view” was that the user interface was designed with Hadens in mind—people so used to living in an alternate electronic reality that what seemed

  like mad chaotic data overload to non-Hadens was the Haden equivalent of a standard spreadsheet. Non-Hadens could use it and view it, but it wasn’t for them. They simply had to manage

  it as best they could.




  Ironically this became a selling point for the Haden view. It seemed “exotic” to non-Hadens and made them feel like they were getting a glimpse into what it was like to be one of us,

  and to get access into the deeper areas of our life and experience.




  And, well, sure. It was like that, exactly in the way going to Taco Bell is like living in a small village deep in Quintana Roo. But then, Taco Bell has thousands of locations, so you tell

  me.




  In the Haden view, I pulled up the player stats and vitals for the Boston Bays.




  Tony was right: All the data for every Bays player was there, in exhausting detail—every single possible in-game statistic, from meters run in the game to the amount of damage their threep

  had taken, and where, and how close they were to losing a limb or having their threep shut down entirely—to every conceivable bit of career or historical data, relevant or otherwise. Not to

  mention health data, including heartbeat and some limited neural activity.




  Which might seem strange at first glance. Haden athletes play Hilketa in threeps, not with their physical bodies. But threeps have full sensory input and output. A Haden feels what their threep

  feels, and that’s going to have an effect on their brains. And like anyone else, Hadens are affected physically by their emotional states. Our hearts race when we’re in the middle of

  the action. Our brain activity spikes when we feel danger or anger. It’s all there for us.




  And it was all there for every single player on the Boston Bays.




  Except for Duane Chapman. His stats and vitals were nowhere to be found.




  I scrubbed back several minutes to when I knew Chapman had been on the field. His player box was there but the data from it was gone. Someone had retroactively gone back and pulled all the data

  for Chapman out of the feed.
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