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THE HUNTER AND THE GAME

I.

Jefferson Ball stood outside the window of
the department store, waiting for it to open for business. She
liked what she saw in there, very much.

It was the early spring, and a chill was
evident in the morning air. The citizens of Hugopolis, the great
port city on the Habermas River in the country that used to be the
United States of America before the “blast” of 2100 obliterated the
human race and made the canine race its genetically engineered
successor, were beginning their day. Jefferson was among them as
she paced impatiently in front of the store window. In the old
human days she, with her black leather monogrammed bikini that gave
a vivid, sexy contrast to her brown fur pelt and matched the color
of her nose exactly, plus her ever-present whip, might have been
mistaken for a practitioner of what the humans used to call “S and
M”. But that was no longer an issue: Jefferson dressed like this
because she, like all females in this post-apocalyptic world, was a
member of the dominant ruling class-that allowed her to dress and
act as she wanted. Besides, wasn’t she also an intergalactic bounty
hunter, adventuress, business lady, gambler and fearless fighter
against any and all aliens and other pond scum that threatened her
planet, her town and her life? ‘Nuff said. Indeed, she could tell
other people what to do with their lives, as she frequently
was want to do.

Jefferson (or “Jeff”, to her few
acquaintances), despite her swaggering individualism, was very much
a part of the culture in which she lived, and so, to better
understand her, said culture and this story, it is necessary for us
to fill in a small bit of diversionary background….

II.

The overthrow of the dreaded Chrome regime in
3014 may have restored democracy to the Earth, but for half its
citizens, it was the most undemocratic period of their lives. It
was assumed by the most intelligent and power-hungry femmes that
the reason for the fall of the original pre-Chrome canine democracy
lay straight in the eyes of the male of the species. He had been,
of course, the larger and more violent of the traditional breeding
pair, and this, coupled with a misguided but effective resurrection
of the “feminist” principles of the late twentieth century (albeit
in name only), led to the surrendering of the male’s rights and
status as citizens in a controversial, ill-managed “vote” in 3150
that “passed” despite the opposition of the males, who were
justifiably not prepared to go gentle into that good night. But, as
was so often the case in the following years, they were
ignored.

The bias soon had its desired effects. Males
were barred from holding high office, voting, owning property and
having legal identities separate from the females who “kept” them.
At virtually all times, they were sequestered from the females,
whose living conditions were considerably better than theirs. They
were, in effect, wage slaves, except for the technicality that they
were not being reimbursed for their duties in any beneficial way.
They were taken for granted except for reproductive duties, and
even then, as one contemporary advertising slogan put it, they
could easily be put back in their place.

The insidious nature of these actions became
even more severe by 3175, with the introduction of reproductive
production standards that geared the reproduction cycle to favor
female biological cycles, with the result being smarter, faster and
stronger females to serve as the professionals and soldiers. The
odd male pup was still born, but he was immediately told in word
and action how much he did not matter in this society.
Breeding of this kind rapidly reduced outward signs of aggression,
as males became more domesticated, submissive and compliant. Just
the kind that made it easy for females to inflict what used to be
called “domestic violence” on them regularly, with no fear of or
intercourse by the law.

Jefferson Ball was a product of these times.
Having entered the world in 3200, she was now a seasoned veteran
and survivor in a difficult land. She grew up believing the world
was her oyster, as did all the “ladies” of Earth, and she wasn’t
going to let anyone stop her from having fun. She had tried being a
soldier, but the routine quickly bored her. After going AWOL (and
then serving time in the pen when the forces caught up with her
after a drunken brawl), she got out and redeemed herself by
becoming the most ruthless and efficient hunter of evildoers in the
known galaxy. Aliens, who seemed to invade far more often than they
had done in the human times, were no match for the punch of her
fist, the kick of her hob-nailed booted leg, or the slashing sting
of her constant companion, her beloved whip. Robots, no matter how
big they were, were no match for her either, and usually she had
them down on their metallic knees begging for mercy. Medieval
wizards? Enchanted witches and warlocks from other planets and
dimensions? ESP-powered mutants? No prob. Or at least that was the
way Jefferson wanted to think it was. Her other
constant companion, Hamilton Pomeranian, knew better, having
already seen Jeff through most of her toughest times.

III.

Ham (as she preferred being called), was
Jefferson’s best friend and business partner- and, as she
constantly insisted, nothing else. They were, however, firm
and devoted friends, having met while trying to be all they could
be at boot camp. Their eighteenth century human namesakes may have
been bitter enemies, but the 31st century owners of the
names couldn’t have known that- or cared about it less. Ham, unlike
Jeff, was a careerist, who quickly earned her Major’s stripes in a
tough, unforgiving campaign in the Niven/Pournelle quadrant. She
got out of it unscathed save for obliterated vision in her left eye
and a prominent limp in her right leg- as well as an admiration for
the skill, knowledge and courage of boys that Jefferson and the
rest of their contemporaries decidedly lacked. Her attention to
detail, laborious study habits, and long winded speech- making
abilities naturally caused some friction with go-for-the-throat
oriented Jeff, but it was nothing they lacked the ability to
overcome.

Friction was destined to occur this morning,
when Ham, who was highly liberal in her politics despite (or, as
Jeff suggested, because of) her military background, came walking
towards her taller, more muscular associate wearing a white
“Brotherhood Is Powerful” T-shirt over her usual camouflage sweat
pants. Jeff, in contrast, gave no truck to the male’s rights
movement, having been brought up to believe that males were lower
than pond scum and were not fitting for anything but cooking her
dinner. As Ham greeted Jeff and the latter turned around, an
audible shriek of shock came from her voice box.

“Something I said?” Ham asked.

“More like something you wore!” said
Jeff, indelicately pointing to the offending shirt.

“So you admit it, huh?” Hamilton answered.
“You’re SEXIST!”

“Males are our natural inferiors!”
Jeff volleyed back. “The history books and scientific studies PROVE
it! I, therefore, have the God-given right to push them under my
boot if I so desire!”

“When you aren’t sleeping with them!”
Hamilton hissed under her breath.

“That’s different, Hamilton!”
Jefferson added with a noble air. “And you know it!”

“Listen, Jefferson!” returned Ham,
standing as tall as her miniature frame would allow, “I actually
did some time doing something fairly constructive with boys,
and I know what they’re really like! It wouldn’t hurt you to find
that out!”

“I am,” retorted Jefferson.

She gestured towards the store.

“The new models of the XYY servant pups are
coming out today,” she continued, “and I intend to elevate the
spartan conditions of my old hovel by having one of the little
tube-steaks take a shot at cleaning the cesspool within!”

Hamilton gasped. Then she darted her furious
eyes at Jefferson again.

“You mean you’re actually buying a
“SLAVE IN A BOX”?” Hamilton snapped, referring to the popular
imported manual labor system by its “street slang” name.

“Keep your voice down!” Jefferson hissed.
“It’s actually very advantageous. I get to keep him for life, which
means he’ll be good for something else later on, if you know what I
mean. And besides, I can’t get too medieval with him or
they’ll haul me off to jail! And I don’t want to be there
again!”

“You should be there!” Hamilton
shouted loudly at her friend, with an all-knowing edge. “You’ve
done some stupid and selfish stuff in your time, Jefferson Ball,
but this has got to be the worst! Imagine. Depriving a
little male pup of his liberty! You should be
ashamed!”

“You’re fighting a losing battle, Ham!”
Jefferson retorted. “My mind is made up. You and your little pinko
masculinist friends are going to have to find some other doe-eyed
soul to sympathize with that ill-considered “free the males” B.S.,
‘cause I’m not buying it!”

“Okay, Jeff,” Hamilton gritted her teeth.
“But don’t say I didn’t warn you!” And she walked off.

The bell to open the store soon sounded. And
Jefferson walked right into something she never could have imagined
happening to her.

IV.

The old bon marche never looked
better, Jefferson thought, as she traveled via escalator to the
fourth floor, towards the section where the sign “XYY pups” gave
away the contents being sold there. The saleslady, blond-furred,
bespectacled and bright-eyed, nearly choked as she saw who was
approaching her. She was, after all, a fan. Not only a fan, but one
of those types who were unconsciously devoted to hero worship
towards an object of desire. Jefferson naturally noticed this, but
eyed her in a way that clearly said “I’m off duty,”. Without saying
anything, the saleslady replied by keeping her professional
scruples in mind. But. boy, would she have a story to tell
tonight!

“I’m thinking of getting a little model to
help me around the house.” Jefferson told her. “Have you got
anything young and fresh?”

“We always do, ma’am,” the saleslady replied.
“We harvest our own right from the street. Store policy and all.
Did you have a particular breed or build in mind?”

“No,” came the reply. “Just thought I’d
rummage through the racks. Let’s see what you got.”

“Okay, ma’am,” said the saleslady.

Pressing a button, she released from its
hiding place a metal wheel onto which a small and obviously male
puppy was strapped. The indignity of the display was further
compromised by the fact that the pup, a Dalmatian by breed, had the
most obviously male part of his anatomy emphasized by means of back
lighting for further inspection. The better to be ogled, my
dear.

“Too many spots!” Jefferson said. “Besides,
their kind are pretty dumb!”

“So are all the males!” said the
saleslady. “But beggars can’t be choosers!”

They laughed with an edge of scorn and
dominance that revealed to a T the sexist arrogance that dominated-
and ran- this society.

The wheel disappeared and returned with a
great Grey Dane model in its stead.

“Looks strong.” said Jefferson. “But
eventually he’ll outgrow me. We can’t have that!”

Several more pups were unceremoniously given
the runaround in the machine before Jefferson finally saw the one
she wanted. This was a fellow with an auburn red coat, soulful blue
eyes, and, best of all, an already developing, Herculean physique
in all regards. Jefferson was suitably impressed.

“I’ll take him,” she said, without a moment’s
pause.

“Okay. That’s 250 bones,” said the saleslady.
“Cash or charge?”

“Charge,” said Jefferson, revealing her
ultra-exclusive, platinum Girls’ Club credit card.

“Great,” replied the saleslady, inputting the
data. “You can expect delivery tomorrow.”

“I look forward to it.” said Jefferson.

And, as always, she meant it.

V.

Jefferson returned to her furnished rooms at
the corner of Asimov Avenue and Pohl Street with a sense of great
expectation, one that almost, but not quite, deprived her of sleep.
The following day, the pup arrived, beautified by the store staff
in an ignominious red bow, and bathed in some sort of exotic
cologne designed to obscure his natural “maleness”. His name,
according to the tag, was Toussaint, but the closest she could make
of it, with her limited knowledge of French, was Toby, and so that
was what he became.

When he tried to protest, she got out her
whip and cut him across the eyebrow so hard that a small streak of
blood made itself noticeable. He cried, but bottled it up when she
commanded him to stop.

“You listen to me, you little waste of
space!” Jefferson ordered. “I bought you, and that means you’re
mine! That means you don’t do anything, say
anything, or think anything without my approving it! You’re
going to clean this place up ‘til they’re isn’t a speck of dust
around, and make sure I actually eat something decent for
once! Don’t think that because I’m famous and well-off that you can
sponge off me, either. You get nothing except your own
satisfaction at doing the job right, if you do it right at
all! Otherwise, I’ll dump you back in the gutter whence you
came!”

“That’d be preferable to this,” he sassed
softly.

But she heard him. And she smacked him hard
on the side of the head for his insolence.

“Shut up!” she snapped. “Get this and get it
straight, if you haven’t already! I’m the boss around
here, and if you can’t handle it you’ll be pushing up
daisies! Understand?”

He nodded, after which he retreated to the
spartan quarters she had given him. He seemed compliant, she
thought, but she would have to watch him closely to be sure.

VI.

Two weeks passed. At their conclusion,
Jefferson invited her closest female friends to one of her
quarterly dinner parties, which, she announced, was to be
exclusively catered by her new young manservant, “Toby”. He
certainly did not disappoint, particularly since his mistress had
been carefully supervising every aspect of his activities and
giving him several swift beating with her whip to emphasize both
her superiority and his lowly position. As he silently served
appetizers and dinner, all of them complimented her on how reserved
and compliant he was. All of them, that is, except Hamilton.

“You don’t get it,” she told her friend in
private counsel. “Boys his age need compassion and support or else
they’re not going to mature properly. If you’re not careful, he’s
going to lash out at you, and you won’t like it!”

“You sound like an anthropologist, Ham!” Jeff
replied. “Lighten up. He’s only a male!”

Hamilton bit her lip in exasperation. She
then aimed a well-pointed paw at Jefferson to get her attention
beyond her words.

“That whole “only a male” thing is
really getting on my nerves, Jeff. You can’t possibly
believe that he’s biologically and socially inferior to you,
because he’s not. He’s exactly the same! Only that
hedonistic tendency of yours to deny that nothing bad could ever
happen to you or you couldn’t do anything wrong won’t let
you see that!”

“Stop spouting that hippy leftist rhetoric
before I throw you out the window!” Jefferson snapped. Usually she
was kidding when she spoke this way to Hamilton, but this time she
was dead serious. Hamilton, soldier that she was, could see she was
fighting a losing battle, and, understandably, gave up.

“Okay,” she said. “You’re right. This is none
of my business!”

“Darn right it’s none of your business!” said
Jefferson. “But I have some stuff here that might be.”

She promptly whipped out a selection from her
private stash of Manischewitz wine, which the two of them, in
company with the others, proceeded to drink well into the early
morning.

VII.

At 3 A.M., when her guests had departed,
Jefferson stoutly locked her door with a sense of satisfaction.
Entering the kitchen, she found Toby fast asleep on a makeshift bed
of a stool and pillow covered with a small “blanket” of
cheesecloth.

“Aw!” said Jefferson. “That’s cute.” And then
she cracked her whip and woke him up.

“What the hell’s the idea of sleeping on the
job?” she snapped at him. “You gotta clean up now that the party’s
done, goldbrick!”

Toby stared at her with the full expanse of
his bloodshot eyes. To other eyes, with the ravages of constant
beatings plus the eye treatment, he may have gotten sympathy, but
those eyes were not Jefferson Ball’s.

“I have been working constantly since I
arrived here!” he sputtered. “You have given me no time to be
myself, to be free. You want me only to be the one who cleans up
your messes, but I was never meant to be that alone. I will not
allow myself to be treated further in this manner. Therefore, I am
resigning!”

Jefferson laughed.

“You can’t resign!” she said “I
bought you. Whether you like it or not, little man, this is
your life from now on! Your soul is mine, and when you get
old enough, so is your body! Understand this…” she said the
next three words slowly and deliberately “…I…own….you!”

“You have said ENOUGH!” he suddenly shouted.
“It is time for my REVENGE!”

With that, he morphed into the creature he
had always been- a towering, iron-fanged monstrosity who dwarfed
the usually imposing Jefferson. Fully grown almost overnight, he
suddenly took on terrifying proportions she never dreamed he would
assume. She aimed her trusty whip at him, but he seized it and
broke it in half, ending her symbolic reign over him.

She moaned as her friend of (almost) a
thousand adventures hit the ground in shambles.

“You pissed off the wrong lady with that one,
fella!” she roared at him. “I wipe up galaxies for a living,
so don’t think I can’t…”

Before she could say anything further, he
expelled a filmy green substance, not unlike a dragon expelling its
fiery breath, and Jefferson Ball found herself knocked- and stuck-
to the wall at the far end of the room.

“Tasteful!” she snapped. “Boys always
dig the puke!”

She quickly found her massive strength and
freed herself from the grasp of the creature’s discharge. She
walked up to him and knocked him to the ground with the mighty
roundhouse punch that was her trademark.

“How’d ya like them apples?” she
declared, with a rhetorical edge.

He responded by tackling her to the ground.
Suddenly she was no longer in control, and she sensed it as his
primordial strength and supernatural endurance gradually began to
outclass hers. He grabbed her and shoved her faced into the tiled
linoleum he’d been forced to clean, and then threw her into the
bureau he’d been forced to set in order. For him, it was sweet
revenge, but for her, it was the most weak and powerless she’d ever
felt in her life.

She needed help to deal with this. But who to
ask? Why, Hamilton, of course! But would she agree to help her, she
who had warned her all along how bad an idea it was. Only one way
to find out. Promptly locating her cellular phone on a nearby
shelf, she picked it up and dialed.

Hamilton was asleep when her phone rang, and
was naturally rattled into consciousness.

“What is it, Jeff?” she said, still drowsy.
She’d been so used to getting called by her friend that it was
almost natural for her to append her name to almost every phone
conversation.

“Get down here!” Jefferson shouted as
the monster closed in on her. “Get something to cut this thing
down, whatever it is. It’s gonna KILL me…quick!”

The unusual note of desperation in Jeff’s
voice suggested that she was unusually serious, and therefore this
crisis was not to be avoided.


Ham dressed quickly, but side-stepped the
“Brotherhood Is Powerful” shirt, for obvious reasons.

Arming herself with her trusty derringer,
Hamilton made the one floor difference between her rooms and Jeff’s
in double time. Kicking the door down, she found her friend locked
in a horrific embrace with the monster, who appeared to be
attempting to feast upon her head. All in all, it looked a bad
parody of a science fiction magazine cover from the 1930s.

Not wasting a second, Hamilton aimed her
derringer at the monster’s back and fired. It was a direct hit, for
Ham was a cautious but accurate shooter. The monster exploded where
it stood.

When the dust had cleared, Jeff embraced her
friend with something that, for her, was the closest thing to
remorse she could manage.

“Why the hell don’t I listen to you
more often?” Jeff shouted. “Every single time this happens.
I get close to the brink with my facetious thoughts, and you pull
me back. You know me better than I know me. How do you do
it?”

“Just instinct, I guess.” Ham replied
modestly. “I don’t go through life with blinders on, Jeff. How do
you think I made Major?”

“Persistence,” answered Jeff. “Something I
don’t have.”

She then picked up the remnants of her
whip.

“Look at what he did to my whip!” she
exclaimed. “I know I was rough on him and all, and I’m sorry I was,
but this was uncalled for!”

“You’re half right on that one.” said
Ham. “You can always get another whip. But that poor kid. In the
right time and place he could have been somebody. How the devil he
managed to morph into that creepy thing I don’t know, but what you
did to him probably gave it more cause to do it than he would have
liked. You can’t do that to those kinds of kids, Jeff. They get mad
and turn on you- or do worse. You nearly found that out
tonight.”

“Don’t I know it!” said Jeff. “Maybe I don’t
need a little boy of my own, given how bad I abuse the big ones.
But what I do need is coffee!”

“Me, too!” said Ham “I’ll join you.”

As they left the suite, Ham could feel some
satisfaction. She’d managed to get through to the moral sense at
her friend’s heart. And that was no mean feat.

VIII.

Far away somewhere, King Remus XXIII sat on
his throne in the all-male dog kingdom of Remula, thumbing his paws
in frustration. He’d sent little Toussaint out on his mission to
destroy that cursed Jefferson Ball- and he’d failed. Not only that,
he’d gotten killed in the process. Not impressive. At all.

But no matter. He would clash with this
intergalactic amazon knight and her associate again, sooner than
they thought…




















COTTON PICKING HANDS


It was one of those 31st century days where
the sun beat down on the inhabitants of the Earth with one of the
highly intensive beams of light for which it is famous for. On
those kind of days, most of the residents of the city of Hugopolis,
in the country that used to be known as the United States of
America, tended to head up north to their cabins in the lake
district, if finances permitted them such a luxury. It was
especially important for them since, being canine beings, an outer
layer of thick fur had implanted itself on their bodies, as it had
for more than a millennium. In such situations, the only thing they
could think of during the increasingly hot summers of future time
was making sure they kept cool, quickly and constantly. Vis, the
constant and continued use of the beach.

On this particular day, a group of young
puppies had spent several hours grafting together sand, rocks and
seashells in what, in their naïve youthful hopes, would serve as a
lasting monument to their greatness for future generations. But it
was destined to last not even for that afternoon.

Shortly after its completion, the castle,
victim of fate as it was, was brutally stomped upon by a heavily
booted foot, connected to a long brown limb, which was part of a
matching set encased in a dark black bikini, monogrammed in white
with the initials “J.B.” on both parts. Jefferson Ball,
adventuress, businesswoman, and heroic savior of the universe (at
least in her own mind) was on the prowl, looking to advance, for
her own selfish reasons, her record of sexual conquests. And, for
Jefferson, her own desires always came ahead of everyone
else’s.

This is why she did not notice her
treacherous desecration of the little kingdom of sand until she was
abruptly surrounded on all sides by four miniature specimens of
canine humanity, two of each gender, who furiously growled at her.
This ended when Jefferson, pushing the darker fur at the top of her
head up with a well muscled limb, growled back at them with a
greater ferocity.

“Beat it, kids!” Jefferson said, with all the
innate sensitivity that was available to her. “You bother me!”

“You stomped on our castle!” said one of the
boys, a grey furred youth, with a subtle hint as to Jefferson’s
malediction.

Jefferson, with all the strength she could
muster through her blue eyes, looked at the ruined wreck of the
castle very closely. Her response? An indifferent shrug.

“Tough!” she said, with as much
sentimentality as before. “You should know better than to build it
where people walk!” She pulled off her boots, shook out a
considerable portion of sand, and then placed them back on her
feet. “A body could collect enough sand in their shoes with you
guys around to make up their OWN beach!”

Feeling a small pain in her left leg, she
glanced down again, where a small white female was kicking at the
leg with her own as if it were a blown car tire.

“Bully! Bully! Bully!” was all that was being
said, but the anger encompassed feelings that were more
profane.

Tired of being a target for such abuse, as it
was cutting into her valuable boy watching time, Jefferson scooped
up her miniature nemeses in one fell swoop, gave them a quick
juggler’s toss, and deposited them back on the ground.

“Now get this, punks!” she snapped at them.
“Jefferson Ball does what she wants, when she wants and when it is
that she wants to do it. And I don’t appreciate being called out
for little lapses of taste and judgment for every little thing I
do! So if you don’t want little black eyes and little black lips,
you get out of my way and get out of here!”

There was nothing for them to do, being
small, defenseless children, but cry and run away, which was what
they did.

Satisfied with herself, Jefferson continued
on her way, until running into her best friend, business partner
and moral consciousness, Hamilton Pomeranian. Having crammed her
slightly dumpy body into a none- too-slimming orange bikini in
emulation of her friend, Hamilton now stood directly in her path.
The scowl on her face communicated her severe and ever present
disgust with her friend’s actions in a way few words could.

“What was that all about?” Hamilton
demanded.

“Whatever do you mean?” answered Jefferson,
feigning innocence, like the beach bunny she only appeared to
be.

“You know what you did!” said Hamilton,
pointing back to the ruin of where the magnificent structure of
sand once stood.

Jefferson turned back and looked at the area.
Then she said, simply:

“It was in my path.”

“Yes.” answered Hamilton. “But you
easily could have walked around it. You didn’t have
to go crush the artistic desires and dreams of innocent
children!”

Jefferson sighed softly to herself. It was
commonplace- too commonplace, in fact- for Hamilton to call her out
for her supposed lack of concern for other people. It wasn’t that
she didn’t care, but that she just preferred, as a professional
hero type, to prioritize situations where she could take heroic
action without messing up her fur. Hamilton, being the pure hearted
pragmatic type, was not likely to understand this, and never would,
as far as her friend was concerned.

It was with this in mind that Jefferson
raised and arched her eyebrows, crossed her arms in place, and
resumed the verbal sparring she was accustomed to engaging in with
her best friend.

“Look, Ham,” Jefferson began. “I got
priorities, and they’re not the same as other people’s…”

“Darn right they’re not!” snapped Hamilton,
crossing her own arms. “You’ve got to learn that the world doesn’t
revolve around you, Jefferson Ball!”

“I have never once said that it
did!”

“But everything you do speaks volumes
otherwise!”

“Ham, I….”

“Just shut up and let me talk! You
can’t just assume everyone was put on this Earth to serve your
whims and encourage all of your paranoid speculations!”

“Such as WHAT?”

“That the boys are all out to get you just
because you get turned down once out of a THOUSAND times…”

“Hamilton, if you don’t stop, I’ll smash in
your lips!”

“Oh, you’d really beat up your only
REAL friend in the world, huh?”

“I would. I sure WOULD.”

Hamilton should have been intimidated by that
last remark, but she wasn’t. She knew better. Jeff might be bigger
than her, but Hamilton could put her to shame when it came to
pistol-whipping. This only made Jeff even more eager to kick her
butt.

This confrontation was, however, interrupted
by a giant white form, the mother of one of the kids Jefferson had
wronged, clearly. She grabbed Jefferson and spun her around.

“Jefferson Ball?” she demanded loudly.

“Yep,” replied the owner of the name. “What
can I do you for? An autograph, perhaps?”

Perhaps not. The female raised her giant fist
and conked Jefferson on the head. Her body went straight down into
the Earth, with only her head remaining above ground.

Hamilton, relieved that for once she did not
have to be the one to give Jefferson her just desserts, attempted
futilely to suppress a titter which exploded into a full scale
laugh that paralyzed her on the ground.

“Shut up, you backstabbing traitor!”
Jefferson growled humorlessly at her friend, before bellowing even
more loudly to anyone in general:

“GET ME OUT OF HERE!”

*

Despite the fact that Jeff weighed only a
petite 150 pounds, it took several hours for the lifeguard staff to
extricate her from her predicament. For one thing, none of them was
strong or delicate enough to lift her out; for another, even with
Jefferson’s own formidable and fearsome physical strength, she was
unable to spring herself loose due to the mechanics of her
imprisonment. Eventually, however, they found a way to get her out
by having a cherry picker scoop her up out of the ground, a
humiliating experience that did little to salve the wounds to our
heroine’s ego.

Once freed, Jefferson stormed off to find the
false friend who had deserted her. She found Hamilton in the bar of
the hotel where they were staying, where her associate was nursing
what was obviously not her first pina colada.

“Hi Jeff,” Hamilton said, in a half-drunken
voice.

“Don’t you ‘Hi, Jeff’ me, you…” She searched
her limited vocabulary for a word which could describe her
associate that was neither profane nor blasphemous, and after a
long period of time she found it.

“You TRAITOR!”

Hamilton, still somewhat sober, was quickly
on her feet.

“That, madam,” she said, insulted, “is one
thing I’m not!”

“Then prove it!” snarled Jeff, as a
rubbernecking crowd gathered around them, expecting a fight. “Take
back everything you said about me today!”

“I won’t!” declared Hamilton. “Because
all of it is true! You haven’t done a thing to earn my friendship,
and you never will! As far as I’m concerned, you can rot in
hell!”

Jefferson, furious, lunged at her best
friend, only to have that smaller creature slip underneath her with
the grace and agility of the ex-soldier she was, again in spite of
her mild inebriation. Then she sauntered defiantly away and
upstairs to her (or rather, their) room.

“Hamilton Pomeranian!” Jefferson thundered.
“You get back here and get what’s coming to you!” And she sped off
in pursuit of her now ex-chum.

In her anger, she did not notice the small
white dog wearing the red cape, gold chains and black leotards who
was now standing in her path. And likewise, she did not notice her
booted foot crunching down on the figure’s bare toes- until it was
too late and the creature yelped, almost dropping the heavy wand
she was carrying.

“Watch where you’re going, dingbat!”
Jefferson snapped at her while cursing beneath her breath. “Now get
out of the way before I nip your neck!”

“FOOL!” answered the creature. “Thou has trod
upon the toes of Valencia, Queen of the Mages! Thy penalty will be
as harsh and as fatal as thy impudence!”

“Yeah, yeah!” Jefferson said dismissively.
“Give me your number and I’ll…”

“SILENCE, MORTAL!” ordered the spirit. “I am
well aware of thou and thine activities, and thy actions shall not
go unpunished! When thou least expects it, thou shalt face
punishment worse than anything thou couldst imagine!”

“Don’t you “Silence, mortal” me, you little
wand waver!” Jefferson returned. “Jefferson Ball doesn’t buy into
your hoary old superstitious BUNK! It’ll take far more than that to
scare me, kid!”

“Another rudeness!” snapped Valencia.
“Mortal, thou uncoils the very depths of my fury…”

“Of course I do!” Jefferson cut her off. “And
I’ll probably keep on doing it unless you either get out
of my way or I BREAK YOUR NECK!”

And with that, the furious heroine of outer
space stormed past the being from another even higher plane of
existence, unaware of what that being was prepared to do to gain
her vengeance.

*

Following consumption of two Manhattans and a
Cosmopolitan in the hotel bar, Valencia, Queen Of The Mages,
retired to her room to plot her revenge against that foul fiend,
Jefferson Ball. And, after a consultation of her heavy book of
spells, she found what she needed.

“Of course!” she said as she observed the
spell on the page. “’Death By Human Hands’! And since those beings
have not existed here for thousands of years, I can commit the deed
through one of them and no one shall suspect that I was involved at
all!” The laugh that followed this statement only underlined her
malicious intentions.

For she not only had a human being in mind to
do the deed, it was of a particular type from whom she felt Ms.
Ball would find it quite hard to extricate herself…

*

His name, quite simply, was Paul. He stood
over six feet tall, weighed 250 pounds, and was well proportioned
in all his features. His one outstanding feature was his skin
color, a dark black that resembled the exterior of a particularly
exotic and decadent chocolate candy. He was the kind of human being
that in more enlightened times would be known as
“African-American”, but he was never called that. In 1850, in
Georgia, his type of people were more likely to be referred to
rudely, if at all, when they were not being treated with a barbaric
tyranny that even the ancient Romans would have found
excessive.

Paul was an unpaid day laborer (or, if you
prefer, a slave) on Charles Stovall’s cotton plantation, located
halfway between Atlanta and Savannah. Even though he received no
monetary remuneration for his work, and was sorely abused for even
minor infractions against the will and aims of his master, he was
almost perversely happy. Having been denied the right to read,
write and think for himself, Paul was locked within the confines of
a daily routine- laboring in the fields during the week, making
merriment with his friends on Saturday evenings, and worshipping
his Lord and Savior, whom he was convinced would eventually
“deliver” him, on Sundays. As far as he was concerned, there was no
finer way for a body to live, and wouldn’t “’low” no one to vary it
in any way.

But that fateful evening, it was. As soon as
Paul entered his cabin and fell asleep that evening, he would be
transported beyond his control far into the future and commence an
adventure even he would find hard to believe…

*

Almost as soon as Valencia finished her
Gothic chant, the black skinned man named Paul landed on top of one
of the two twin beds in her hotel room.

“Arise, demon!” Valencia commanded him.
“Prepare for your mission!”

The simple-minded human being had, of course,
no idea what she was talking about, and figured the only sure fire
way was to ask her.

“Wha’ you talkin’ ‘bout, Miz Lady?” Paul
said. “I’se no demon, I is simply a field han’…”

“What you are in your homeland, fool, is of
no consequence to me!” the witch answered. “I have summoned you
here to perform a service for me, and you will be returned to your
native land once it is performed. But until that time comes, you
are to perform those duties entirely to my satisfaction, and in due
time. Do you understand?”

“I s’pose I does…” said Paul, twisting his
hat in his hands, “only I des’ wants to know why y’chose me fer
this job!”

“Certainly!” Valencia took a deep, calming
breath, trying to find some reasonable way to explain to this
inferior life form why she needed his assistance. “I could not
possibly commit the murder I want to perform with these puny little
paws of mine!”

“I’se no murderer!” Paul answered, outraged.
“I’se a clean living…”

“SILENCE!” commanded Valencia, as fire
stormed out of her eyes and behind her back. “I have already been
disrespected ONCE this evening, and if thou even DAREST to
communicate such feelings to me again, thou shalt suffer the
same fate as the one I brought you here to kill! Now remain
silent whilst I give thou thine instructions!”

Paul could do nothing based on this command,
but he still felt some confused feelings about what she was asking
him to do. Yet expressing these feelings, for the time being, was
out of the question.

Valencia, without wasting a second, placed a
picture of Jefferson Ball in Paul’s massive hand.

“Your mission, demon,” she said, oblivious to
how he felt about being addressed in this manner, “is to track down
this being and KILL her! She has wronged me and will suffer for her
misdeeds!”

At the word “kill”, a staggering chill went
through Paul’s spine. He knew very well what happened to black
people in his world who committed the sinful act of killing. Very
often, they ended up getting killed in retribution themselves,
especially if the person they killed happened to have white skin.
It was for this reason that he sadly began to shake his head.

“Miz Lady,” he said softly, “I’se unable to
do that. I’se no killer! I lives by the Good Book and…”

Valencia’s white fur took on a pallor of red
as a heated spasm of anger seized her person.

“You are in no position to give orders
or refusals, demon!” she informed him. “You were chosen by
me with an intended purpose in mind, and you will undertake
this purpose IF YOU WISH TO REMAIN ALIVE! Now, remove yourself from
my quarters, and do not return until you have completed your
task!”

“Yes’m!” said Paul, meekly.

He knew an order when he heard it. And he
also knew that if he was to return home- or
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