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SPLIT DECISION

I.

Jody Ryder wiped the beads
of perspiration that had gathered on top of her pelt, sighed, and
tried to prepare herself for the next round of the latest athletic
contest she had become embroiled in. As the star athlete of Hudson
High School- and a heroic, super-powered, teenage canine robot to
boot- such things were not uncommon to her. Most often, she was
able to walk away from them, bloodied but unbowed, due to her
remarkable power, manifested in her swift and agile physique and
intelligent yet artificial positronic brain. Today would be no
exception.

What was an exception was that she
was not playing one
of the sports where her combination of speed, agility and strength
would have been of greatest assistance to her- football, rugby,
field and ice hockey or gymnastics (all of which she lettered in,
by the way), but a slightly more genteel sport also requiring these
abilities for success. Tennis.

Her opponent, a green
skinned alien being resembling a humanized pterodactyl (as much as
Jody and the majority of the audience resembled- and were-
humanized dogs), had tested Jody to her limits that day. Each of
them had won one set, and the games had been fierce enough to tear
the covers off most of the balls on the court- necessitating a
rain-delay type halt in the middle of the match to fetch another
full case. Jody, who in her robot hero guise could lift thousands
of pounds of Earth’s green land with her paws, was the main cause
of this, although her opponent was certainly no pushover in the
power department. She, as an exchange student at Hudson’s great
rival for athletic supremacy in the city of Hugopolis- Clinton- had
torn up the courts as much as Jody had, and had made their
inevitable clash in the finals here and now something to be
anticipated. Despite this, but very much in synch with the genteel
behavior of the sport, there had been no McEnroe-style trash
talking or temper tantrums aimed at the ref. Jody, in particular,
was too good a sport to resort to such things. If the athletes felt
any sense of intimidation or rivalry with each other, it was
something they had deliberately chosen to keep to
themselves.

It had been, as already
noted above, a vicious and tightly fought match nonetheless, but
the tooth and claw fight was coming to an end. In this final set,
Jody had taken control early, and blazed her way across it. Now,
she needed only one more game to secure victory, and a paralyzing
hush had come across the velodrome where the game was being played,
as everyone was anticipating Jody’s next move. She had, after all,
control of the ball, and the game could not proceed until she chose
to act.

Jody acted.

Having wiped the
artificially produced sweat off her orange and white pelt, adjusted
her red headband beneath her large, overly canine ears, and
smoothed out the dress whites she was wearing, she raised her
racquet with the ball against it upright.

“Service!” she said softly,
so her opponent would be aware that the game was commencing again,
and promptly fired the ball powerfully at her.

For the next few minutes,
they knocked the ball around with athletic grace, lob backed by
smash, smash backed by lob, until Jody’s opponent grazed the net
and caused the ball to bounce back onto her side of the court. The
audience applauded politely, and Jody, knowing victory was now in
sight, let down her guard slightly.

That was a
mistake.

Her opponent, seemingly
sensing the change in approach, blasted the ball back at Jody three
successive times, causing her to win the game. Jody looked at the
scoreboard- and loudly gasped. Her opponent was only one game away
from tying her- and another from taking the set and defeating
her!

Knowing this, Jody tightened
up. In the last possible game of the set, when the ball came back
at her, she struck back. With a powerful stroke of musculature
reminiscent much more of DiMaggio or Mantle than King or
Navratilova, she struck the ball so hard that it flew out of the
velodrome and directly into Earth’s orbit, leaving both her
opponent and the audience stunned and Jody mortifyingly
embarrassed. Even she could be embarrassed about how strong she was, especially
since she, unlike them, was fully aware of how enhanced abilities
were as much a deficit as an asset in gaining and keeping
friends.

This profound silence did
not last long, for the crowd cheered loudly when her victory had
been established. Even her opponent, when they met for the
traditional shaking of....appendages, was impressed.

“You do know we’re supposed
to be playing tennis, right?” she said humorously.

“Yeah,” Jody admitted. “But
I play so many sports I don’t know the difference between them
sometimes.”

That got a laugh that
continued as her opponent exited the court, even though Jody was
speaking seriously. That confused her. But, even more confusing was
the fact that, within that seemingly endless band of good feeling
towards her in the stands, she had a strange feeling that there was
a new, non-athletic opponent was out there, wanting to attack and
kill her for something that she knew nothing about but was somehow
responsible for causing....

II.

“No fair! You SUCK!
BOO!”

The owner of the voice
uttering those words was a spectator in the crowd of the match, but
she was hardly as impressed as the others at Jody’s performance.
Rather, she was finding it hard to conceal her hatred for the
robot. Which was odd, for she, as a professional “hero” herself,
shared Jody’s avocation.

Jefferson Ball, to give this
individual her right name, was as notorious and infamous as Jody
was praised and esteemed. For one thing, their characters, in spite
of their joint “profession”, were diametrically at odds. While Jody
committed herself to physical and moral excellence befitting her
inflated stature (which, as a robot, it was relatively easy for her
to achieve and gain), Jefferson was just the opposite. Although
descended from a long line of genetically endowed “freaks”- and
with the enormous strength and speed (rivalling and something
surpassing Jody’s) to prove it- Jefferson did not conform to
traditional American or Christian (whatever that was) beliefs regarding heroism.
As a heroic robot, Jody used her abilities to help others without
desire for recompense. Jefferson, in contrast, usually did not get
involved in such things unless there was something in it for her,
preferably money (which she was bad with), liquor or boys (both of
which she was very much addicted to.) But both, when roused, were
fierce forces of righteousness, defeating any forces of evil or
anything else which stood in their way easily. However, in spite of
living in the exact same town at the exact same time, they had
never yet crossed paths, even when they faced similar
enemies.

They certainly had heard of
each other, however. Jefferson, in particular, was aware of the new
supposed “threat” posed to her by the “young turk” in robotic form
she was now railing against. Particularly onerous to her was the
fact that Jody, in her scholastic incarnation, had broken every
single record Jefferson had herself set when she had been a Hudson
student not so long ago. Records, it should be said, that Jefferson
and her peers had both assumed would live forever. Jefferson had
not taken it well, as she did not generally do when the odds were
against her.

Consequently, she was now
bellowing threats at the robot, under the influence of a now
half-empty bottle of peach Schnapps she had just begun draining,
and in spite of the fact that Jody was now leaving the court and
likely couldn’t hear her, anyway.

“Come up here and FIGHT me,
you metal faced glory stealer!” Jefferson barked, standing bolt
upright in the monogrammed black bikini and boots which was her
trademark- and often, only- look. “I’ll rip your
head off and piss in
your thorax!”

Jefferson would likely have
uttered more threats, and more profane ones at that, were it not
for the fact that she then vomited, loudly and violently, over
those sitting in front of her. Outraged, said beings called for
security, and Jefferson was ejected out onto the street, in spite
of the protestations she made about how “celebrities” like her
should not be treated like this.

Upon landing, she came face
to face with her one and only friend, Major Hamilton Pomeranian
(Star Soldiers- Ret.), who looked up at her with the strange mix of
admiration and hatred that normally constituted their relationship.
Hamilton, who wore her black dashiki, white T shirt, camouflage
pants and black boots as often as Jefferson did her bikini, had
left the velodrome without a word as soon as Jefferson uncorked her
smuggled in Schnapps bottle, perfectly aware of where, how and why
things were going to be going as they were.

“What the hell is
wrong with you?” Hamilton
snapped at her friend. “This is a tennis match, not a HOCKEY
game!”

“All sports are the same,”
Jefferson mumbled, in a lame attempt at defense.

“No, they’re NOT!” answered
Hamilton. “You might be able to get away with acting like a lout when you’re watching a
team sport, but
tennis is
different. The crowd
actually shows some respect
for the athletes, for one thing.”

“Did you letter in six sports when
you were in high
school, shorty?”
Jefferson said, needling Hamilton on account of her small frame,
which, nevertheless, was very powerful at times.

“No,” Hamilton began
reluctantly. “Just one. But I....”

“Then don’t tell me I don’t know
anything about
sports!”

Jefferson punctuated this
statement by using her now empty Schnapps bottle to throw a Hail
Mary pass across the parking lot, where it shattered, feet away,
into a thousand pieces.

“This is about
Jody Ryder,
isn’t it?” Hamilton said,
reading her friend like a book.

“DON’T MENTION HER NAME TO
ME!” Jefferson roared.

“Just because she broke all
of your precious “records”....”

“My legacy!”

“...does not call for you to declare a
vendetta on
her!”

“Oh, yes it does!”

“It does not! You forget that Jody Ryder is a
hero, even more so
than you at
times!”

“You miserable...I thought
you were my friend!”

“Even friends have to tell each other
the truth sometimes, Jefferson! She’s also just as powerful as
you are. And a lot
more humane...”

“HUMANE? She’s a
ROBOT!”

“She saves people from peril without
thinking of herself- something you
are only rarely
capable of doing!”

“I assume,” Jefferson said,
“that you’re not going to help me kill
her then...”

“No!” said a firm but
clearly appalled Hamilton as she turned heel on her friend. “More
than likely, you’d be the one killed. And, honestly, that’d be an
improvement over how
you’re acting right now!”

“Fine!” Jefferson snarled as
Hamilton walked off. “I can take care of her myself, TRAITOR!”

And she stalked on home to
prepare to do just that.



III.

There was a flourish of
activity on the tennis court grounds- including the presentation to
Jody of a trophy nearly as big as she was, which she faked groaning
under to look “good” and preserve her secret robotic identity-
before Jody had a chance to change via her programming into street
clothes and confide her fears to somebody. Like Jefferson Ball, she
had only one “somebody” to do this to, and his words mattered more
to her than anything else in the world.

Samuel J. Poodle, familiarly
known as “Sam”, was Jody’s classmate at Hudson, and they had become
firm friends ever since Jody had publicly defended him from
bullying. This bullying had come about because Sam was homosexual,
as divisive a thing to be in this future time as it had been in the
past. Jody, however, felt it made him more accepting and
understanding than the other boys, especially regarding her own
“status”, and accepted him as a friend purely for that reason
alone.

Sam also, however, had a
more serious job in Jody’s life than merely being her companion. As
she was the creation of the Robotics department of American
Intelligence, Jody’s activities were required to be examined on a
regular basis so that she could not use her robotic abilities to
betray her masters. That exact situation had happened with two of
her prototypes, and, from the evidence, needed to be avoided at all
costs. Thus, Jody, after meeting Sam, had volunteered him as her
monitor, who would report her activities faithfully to the higher
ups when requested, power her up when the electronic circuitry
supplying her super-canine abilities began to wane, and discipline
her when she had actually or conceivably breached protocol by using
the exact same circuitry by which she was powered against her. Sam
did not especially like this latter aspect of the job at all, as he
was an especially sensitive boy, particularly to the suffering of
friends like Jody, but he still did not hesitate to discipline Jody
if she got on his nerves. Which was more often than you might
think.

He was, naturally, waiting
for her when she emerged from the lockers, now, her true strength
asserting itself as she handled her heavy trophy just like the
lighter tennis racquet she had handled earlier. However, she
expressed none of the gleeful joy of the champion, but a
surprisingly downcast expression, as if, somehow, she sensed she
was being watched by invisible eyes. He saw this in her
immediately. Just as she noticed that he was (again!), despite her
best discouragement, wearing the maroon-colored skirt he usually
favored rather than pants, along with a sweater of the same color,
with a large “H” prominently displayed on both parts. For, when he
and Jody were not engaged in derring-do as secret agents, Sam was
cheering on in her athletic endeavors as the formidable head of
Hudson’s cheerleading squad.

“Are you down again, J.R.?” Sam asked. “After
what you did today?”

“Dial it down, Sam,” Jody
answered, handing him her trophy. The weight of it buckled his
knees and he fell to the ground, reflecting the fact that he did
not possess anywhere near her physical muscle power. However, he
spryly got to his feet again once she took it back.

“I’m not down,” Jody continued. “Far from
it, actually. But I am feeling suspicious about something.”

“What?” Sam asked, with the
genuine concern she appreciated, although he also crossed his arms
and lowered his eyebrows suspiciously as he said this.

“All through the match,”
Jody said, “I could swear I heard someone cursing me. And goading me to come up and
fight her!”
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