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	Metcalf scratched his scraggly black beard and opened his eyes just long enough to make sure there were still stars out there.  There were.  He closed his eyes.


	Rest.  Need concentration; all my faculties.  A couple of shrewd deals in a few needy, backwards systems had set him up well; he'd carefully preserved his nest eggs from the pirates to gamble away... or maybe increase, if luck was with him.


	The Western Corporate runners met about every six months on average; those that could.  Metcalf himself had missed the last one for legal reasons, and would have missed any others for next thirty years or so if luck hadn't played in his favor.  So he didn't intend to miss this one.  It was a big chance to advance your prospects; if you were very fortunate and smart enough to get out fast, you might even retire.  You might get a better ship.  You might even get stranded; as happened on occasion -- but only on inhabited worlds.


	The arranged meeting place this time, though, was an old, unused repair drome; an open-end airlock in the core of a rapidly-spinning asteroid.  A secret place; as they edged further and further out into the Conquests, more and more unknown and illegal cargoes were discovered or transported.  And someone was going to walk away rich.


	Metcalf wanted to be that one.  Metcalf was going to be that one.  He was finally going to--


	The metallic boom of something large falling over -- or being knocked over -- elbowed its way past Metcalf's quiet thoughts.  He leapt to his feet and bounded from the cockpit.


	"Shdellow!" he howled.


	Everywhere the ship dripped with humid condensation.  Metcalf hurried as fast as he gingerly could down the scaffolding to the hold.  The slimy perpetual dampness made any footwear risky, and even bare feet were no guarantee.


	In the dim hold he could see the barrels still rocking on their sides.  They were tiluminum; nothing short of a mortar burst (or the proper frequencies from a sonic opener) would compromise their integrity.  But they made one hell of a clatter.


	Metcalf stood in light and glanced around.  "Shdellow!"  Out of the corner of his eye he saw a scruffy form.  "Come out."


	Shdellow rose and stood, chin to chest, her large green eyes staring remorsefully out of her black and gray furry face.  "Sorry," she whimpered, ears back.


	Metcalf sighed and crossed his arms.  "What were you doing?"


	Shdellow fumbled about mentally; her consternation showed on her face.  "Rat," she finally announced enthusiastically.


	"There aren't any!" he exploded.  "There haven't been for months!"  He moved towards her; she backed away.  "You know, I think you let them in when we make planetfall just so you can have something to chase around!"


	She looked at him at last, tearfully.  "No hit," she pleaded slowly, almost melodramatically.


	Metcalf paused, blinking.  He relaxed.  "Why do you always say that?" he breathed.  "Have I ever laid a hand on you?"


	Shdellow sniffled and gently shook her head.  "No hit?"


	"No," Metcalf said evenly, shaking his head.  "No hit.  Never hit; never have."


	Shdellow brightened at once.  Her ears righted and she smiled.


	Metcalf sighed, scratching his head.  His eyes narrowed; sometimes he was sure she was playing down to him...  If she weren't so simple... stupid, really...  "God, Shdellow.  You're such a child."


	Shdellow grabbed his midriff and hugged him.  "Love, Mekaf?"  She was suggesting the act, not evoking the emotion.


	He gently disengaged from the embrace.  "Not right now.  Later on.  Sleep now."


	Shdellow nodded, arms clasped behind her back.


	Metcalf cocked a grin at her.  "You just be quiet, and stop banging things around."


	"Uh huh."


	What the hell was wrong with her lately?  She was really starting to get on his nerves.


	Back in his couch in the 'pit he was wondering how he'd ever managed to get stuck with her.  Actually, he'd won her in a card game on Lenirion, from Inue Nik, one of the last of the "Tuckle" traders -- the TUCL, the Traders' Union of Civil Libertarians -- the guys who, thirty years earlier, had broken the space-lane monopoly of the Federal government, by force and by court challenge.  Nik had gotten Shdellow God knows where; originally she was from Beltzar.  And she had left Nik to join Metcalf with all the ease and remorse of an electron trading hydrogen ions.


	Metcalf had grown fond of Shdellow, but he did his best to keep his perspective about her.  He had to remember not to regard her as a woman or even a girl, but basically, as Inue Nik had described her, "a pet you can fuck".  Metcalf himself would have put it more pleasantly, but that was how he regarded her officially.  But to himself he had to admit that every now and then she would do something -- little things, like spontaneously cooking a meal -- that made him wonder if there really was something going on between her ears, and she was just playing dumb for whatever advantage she perceived in that...


	Shdellow was, by all reckoning, about twenty years old; she'd probably been swapped periodically ever since she became adolescent.  Beltzar families, living in grass huts and hunting without any sort of weapon, had no qualms about trading the odd female for metal implements, coloured nick-nacks, almost anything immediately practical or eye-catching.  A lot of the humanoid cultures were that way.


	In her own tongue, Shdellow pronounced her name Sh'tehlo, but that was too much work for a human tongue to replicate every time, and so she became Shdellow to the humans she encountered (similarly, Metcalf became Mekaf when she said it).  She had long scalp hair like a human, only tabby gray; her face was a little different, and her legs expressed a feline design, but otherwise Shdellow looked for all humanity like someone had taken a gray tabby cat and stretched it over a slightly smaller than usual human skeleton.  And that was, Metcalf mused, probably just how the Vespians had made the Beltzari, millennia ago, as they spread the seed of humanity across the Conquests.


	After the Disruption at the hands of invaders, Earth had been lost; the Vespians, then a minor defense force, were destroyed; a small force was captured and sent to the heart of the Invader holdings for study.  En route they'd rebelled; over hundreds of years, they had built up their numbers and retaliated.  It had taken a millennium, but whoever the Invaders were, they no longer existed.  And neither, now, six millennia after the Disruption, did many, many other technical civilizations.


	Metcalf had seen a few Vespians; they sent shivers up your spine, even if you were a human.  They looked rather like humanoid mechanical wasps; hence the name.  Their faces were only vaguely human, as were their voices -- they spoke an ancient language preserved for six thousand years -- and with their six snake-like limbs, two laser-equipped, they were nightmarish creations and Metcalf had to wonder what sort of mind had conceived them.  There were other sorts, too -- a different design to counter every stumbling block they had come up against -- but this was the most common and most memorable type.  And collectively, they had ranged a good portion of the galaxy; tearing it apart and recreating it in Man's image.  Dozens of advanced civilizations had succumbed; hundreds less advanced had been subjugated -- if a civilization had discovered radio broad-casting, it was doomed.  Among the subjugated, they had enforced peace, regulated trade, and adjudicated disagreements -- more a police force than an army, they had imposed a Pax Robotica, and for the most part, their charges had prospered.


	They had done this by astoundingly advanced technology and sheer weight of numbers over five thousand years, and they had cleared out and reorganized a hell of a lot of real estate.  The program had only ended a couple of hundred years ago, when the Vespians at last rediscovered the Earth, crawling back into the space age after six thousand years of quiet reconstruction.  For humanity, it was a little like being a child crawling from a forest, only to be discovered by a royal army and greeted by the general as the king of a thousand nations.


	It was only the appalled and slightly guilty protestations of the new young 'kings' that had ended the slaughter, preserving three besieged civilizations on the verge of permanent eclipse.  The vast majority of the Vespian force had shut itself down -- literally -- upon demand, with no more protest than uttered by an ant sent out to collect sugar.  The power of the Republic and security of humanity, as well as the Pax Robotica, were all preserved by the knowledge that the single word of the President to the Coordinator -- the bank of computers that transcendentally organized the force -- would reactivate it, and unleash forces even humanity did not possess or even understand.


	And into this world had humanity spread, six millennia late, with all the maps made and all the roads paved.  And quite a lot of reststops -- terraformed worlds with half-human sorts like Shdellow's -- interspersed among the stars.  Females from these worlds, unsophisticated, easily awed, at least basically palatable and willing to put up with the long, boring, and lonely hauls of the independent traders, were immensely popular, although the practice was technically illegal.  The odd male, too, could be acquired, by the female souls who plied the trade.  Actually, in space, where you made your own rules, anything was possible.


	And now here he was, hundreds of light-years from Earth, hauling a liquid reputed to be one of the most potent narcotics known, and housing a live-in who looked like a cornily animated pet-food commercial.  He had to wonder if that was the glorious end the Vespians had had in mind through century upon century of devastation and reconstruction.  Or if it even mattered.


	He awoke abruptly to a peeping alarm.  Shit!  What's gone wrong--


	It was with some relief that he noted the warning message on the console read "Est. T-minus twelve hours to vicinity.  20h1734/-11h5952"


	"20h1735/-11h5951"...


	"20h1736/-11h5950"...


	Metcalf acknowledged the message and it ceased.  On long range scan his ship could feel the asteroid belt in the distance; it was as if it had grabbed hold of the string of rock and by sheer flexing was pulling itself towards them.  A week from now, I could be a rich s.o.b., Metcalf told himself, and his eyebrows, similarly impressed, climbed his forehead for a better look at the future.


	Pushing forty; if he had a brain in his head, which he liked to think he did, he'd get out of the business soon.  And if some of the rumors were right, he might just do that in a few hours, if his luck only held.  He felt right about it; Fate had cut him too many breaks lately not to have a plan.  A decent night's rest, a relaxing bath, practice counting on your toes in the morning and you're all set.  He was so excited he doubted he'd be able to sleep.


	Metcalf shut down everything that didn't have to be on for the ship to get itself where it was going and left the 'pit.  Climbing down through the hold he went to the meager service quarters.  He passed the row of alma plants Shdellow cultivated; one of the few things her people knew how to grow -- mainly because it was almost impossible to kill it.  Something in the leaves, when chewed, prevented ovulation in mammals; and since cross-breedings were viable, this was a useful commodity on a small ship (so small, in fact, that the previous owner, "Captain" Hilb Tainur, had warned him not to fart unless he wanted to "blow a hatch out").  There were similar plants on all the humanoid worlds that the Vespians had recreated; they must have seen to it.  Probably for reasons of population management within a framework of retaining as much of human nature as possible.


	Shdellow herself was sleeping soundly in a ball on the bed; Metcalf quietly took off the shorts and sleeveless jacket that were generally his only vestments and stepped into the facilities.


	When he'd purchased the ship from Tainur, it had only a shower.  Metcalf had ad hocced a bathtub out of a huge drum that had held grain, and the shower itself.  The graviton field was one of the few systems that had never needed repair; he was confident he wouldn't suddenly find himself floating around the ship in a huge ball of water.


	As he ran the warm water he immersed himself in the tub; sitting in it, the water would come up to chin-level before it overflowed.  Metcalf sat back, closed his eyes, and let the water wring the anxieties out of his body.


	There was a sudden, half-expected splash, and the water level rose precariously.  Metcalf looked up at Shdellow.


	"Turn the water off," he told her, and smiling, she did.


	She turned to him and put her arms around his neck.  "Now?"


	Metcalf smiled back and his hands found her waist.


	Shdellow sighed.


	The bed was slightly damp; no matter how carefully she dried off, it took a few hours before Shdellow's fur ever completely dried.  She had wished "Sweet dreams" to him and conked out; Shdellow could switch off consciousness like a light bulb.


	Metcalf was wishing he could wink off that fast; he was quite tired.  Shdellow might have been no opera-goer, but she was a lively and sophisticated lover.  She had to be; there was little else for her people to do: pick off fleas, have sex, kill and eat some rodent, have sex, sleep, have sex, sing, have sex...  With such a limited number of vocations and such a lot of time to practice them, it wasn't long before one became very good at all of them.


	He blinked sleepily.  Neither of them had fleas; there were no more rats on the ship to kill.  Shdellow had a marvelous voice, capable of some beautiful if occasionally inhuman sounds, and an ear for simple, melodic music, but sometimes she would sing for hours until he was about ready to throttle her.  Usually he would shut her up by evoking her other skills.


	He could hear her purring; by his face the tip of her long, ringed tail fluttered.  Sometimes he wondered if he hadn't been in space too long.


	The asteroid rotated once every eighteen seconds; on the inside of the crust, the gravity was 1G -- the same as that on the surface of the Earth.  It was powered by solar cells and had been spinning continuously for decades.


	Metcalf brought the ship in close, and set the controls such that it flew a course that closed on the mouth of the asteroid as if it were stationary.  Slowly it moved towards the lit entrance, a huge, gaping maw in the face of the spaceberg, and passed through a field that kept air in and space out.


	Below the ship, above the ship, the inside surface of the asteroid stretched out to meet itself.  A couple of kilometers away, in the distance, the farthest side of the circle loomed before them.  The cavern was lit by arrays at the poles, where the gravity was zero; the further one walked from the equator, the less gravity there was, since it wasn't actually gravity at all, but centrifugal force.  Correspondingly, the low-G zones were cordoned off.


	Slowly the ship settled to rest on the floor, among three others.  The ships varied incredibly in size and design, but they were all grubby, bulky hulks that could be mistaken as nothing but cargo ships.  Metcalf scowled; just three?  There oughta be twenty or thirty by now...


	The dust settled and the solid thump of decompression from Metcalf's opening airlock echoed across the hangar.  Slipping on a pair of ragged shoes, Metcalf stepped out, puzzling.  In the distance, he saw three figures among a jumble of products, possessions, and likely contraband.


	"Mekaf?  What is?"  Shdellow blinked out at the unlikely scene with interest.  It was clear that everything she encountered awed her, but nothing surprised her anymore.


	Metcalf guessed she meant 'why are we here' rather than 'what the hell is this place', and replied, "Gambling."


	Shdellow nodded; she knew the term.


	"Stay in the ship till I find out what's up," he told her.  "Understand?"


	"Understand," she said, uncertainly.


	Metcalf nodded once, turned and paced through the dust towards the group.  Slowly they seemed to descend until they were almost level with him; the ships, behind him, were already higher than eye-level, although they were technically on the same curved plane as he was.  It was like walking on the inside skin of an inflated beach ball.  In the open mouth of the hollow, stars streamed down like a snowstorm; if one knew one's constellations and were prepared to watch, he could see the same stars 'fall' every eighteen seconds.  Metcalf had neither the time nor the interest.


	He could already identify the men watching his approach.  The fat, hairy one was Viog Nippresson -- a quiet, fatalistic, no-bullshit kind of guy who'd been out here too long.  A real wet blanket, too.


	To his left was young, dark-skinned Matthew Fiorella.  Outgoing, an easy laugher, and one of the few guys Metcalf knew who'd do better than just cut you an even deal.  He wouldn't last long in this business with an attitude like that, Metcalf thought sadly.  You didn't screw anybody in this business -- that was as good as retiring, if you were lucky -- but you didn't go out of your way bending over backwards for people, either.


	Finally, across from Viog, was Dyarm.  Dyarm had a shock of black hair and he let it fall over his face to hide the scars of an unspoken but obviously rough past.  It was common knowledge that he was, at the moment, an outlaw; there was talk of his dealings in forbidden Vespian technologies, ones that the federal government had locked away for fear of their powers or ramifications.  The Republic had no death penalty, but it was suspected that such parties, buyers and sellers, tended to disappear after being found out.


	The black leather Dyarm wore complained as he turned to Metcalf.  "You sure took your time, didn't you?"


	"Where is everybody?" Metcalf protested.


	Viog's gut shook slightly; he coughed out a laugh.  "You asshole; I said the thirteenth, not the thirtieth.  Things are wrapping up.  We're the last few contestants."


	"Winner-take-all," piped Fio.  "All this shit you see here; one of us is walking away with."


	"You better have some pretty impressive stakes, buddy, if you're expecting to join this game," Dyarm warned.


	Metcalf's hopes crashed; there was enough stuff here to float a guy for a few years, he judged, but this was no retirement package.  Jesus, he spat, from one corner of his mind to the other.


	Well, regardless, there was profit to be made.  And that was what he had come for.  Even if he walked away plus-one dollar, it was worth his while.  He smiled, and let his eyes narrow.  "Stakes?  How does tetramescinal grab you?"


	Fio raised his eyebrows and shot out his lower lip.  "What's the go for tetra these days?"


	"'Bout fifteen hundred a litre," Viog mumbled.


	Fio looked around, taking stock.  "I'd say you're in for... about, two drums.  Wouldn't you say?" he asked the others.  They acquiesced.


	"Sounds fair," Metcalf replied.


	"How much you got?" Dyarm intruded, rubbing his chin.


	"We're playing Scads, aren't we?" Metcalf scowled.  "You don't give away anything in Scads.  You're just gonna hafta wait and see."  He sat down and grabbed the ten-siders.


	Dyarm seized Metcalf's wrist.  "I think," he said, "we're gonna see now.  Two barrels, at least."


	Metcalf stared at the hand tightly grasping his wrist.  Slowly Dyarm released him.  "Alright," Metcalf said.  He stood.


	The other three also pushed their chairs back.  As a group they closed on Metcalf's small ship.


	"Still haven't upped any, eh, Metcalf?" Viog snorted.


	"I was hoping to this time," Metcalf replied, ducking into the hatch.


	"Show up punctual next time," Dyarm advised wearily.


	Metcalf headed for the hold, followed by the others.  "Shit, if you wanted to change you mind in this tub, you'd have to put on your space suit first!" Viog growled, and joined in the agreeing laughter.


	"Mekaf?"


	Dyarm perked.  "Well, who's this?  You been holding out on us, Metcalf?"


	Metcalf stopped and turned around.  "Shdellow," he said, nodding his chin at her.  "She's been with me about a year."


	"A year, huh?" Dyarm repeated, approaching her.  Shdellow moved toward Metcalf.  "About finished with her?"


	Metcalf ignored the question, and stepped down into the hold.  Slowly the others jumbled down the steps to the hold.  Dyarm correctly interpreted the silence.  "Too bad," he announced.  "Was hoping to pick up one of those myself this time."


	"Hey, give it a rest," Viog advised.


	"Shut up, you fat slug!" Dyarm spat.  "You got one!"


	"You're gonna get one if you don't button it!" Viog howled, disintegrating in a fit of coughing.  Dyarm smiled, crossing his arms and grinning lopsidedly.


	The arguing ended abruptly as Metcalf rolled a barrel out.  He stood it upright.  He retrieved another.  "There you go."


	"Jesus," Fio breathed, "are they all tetra?"


	"Not all; about six of them are monochloropesprinate.  They're in different drums, though."


	"How much of it are you going to put up?" Viog asked.


	Metcalf smiled.  "Depends on how much you guys have socked away in those ships."


	"Y'know, fellahs," Viog breathed, "this could turn out to be quite a lucrative trip."


	Shdellow wrapped herself around Metcalf's arm.  "Gamble now?"


	"You know it, kid."


	"Frig," Fio moaned, looking at his dismal sixer throw.  "I'm gonna bomb out in less than half an hour.  You're a jinx, Metcalf!"


	"Hey, sorry," beamed Metcalf, a large pile of dockets in front of him.


	"God, I need at drink," Viog sighed.  "You guys?"


	"Yeah, sure, I could do with one."


	"Yeah."


	"Mnnm."


	Viog turned to his ship.  "Neeyama!  Could you bring out some yarrokh?"


	Metcalf started.  Neeyama?


	Viog turned back to the dice; Metcalf eyed his ship.  Presently a small, brownish-beige form emerged with a platter.  As it approached, Metcalf noted it was a female; a Keefarran, the Vespians' raccoonish version of humanity.  She was wearing gold necklaces, bracelets and other jewelries, as well as a white dress with blue flowers.  She smiled and served the drinks to the assembled.


	It was all Metcalf could do to keep from laughing at this parody of human femininity.  Jeez, what a pathetic slob Viog must be, he gossiped mentally.  He himself might have a humanoid escort on board, Metcalf thought, but he never pretended Shdellow was anything more or less than exactly what she was.


	"Thanks, sweety," Viog oozed genuinely.  Metcalf contemplated making a debutante of his last meal...


	Metcalf saw something large and rodential disappear behind the stakes.  "God, look at the size of the rats here!  Shdellow would be in heaven chasing them around if I could trust her not to get in shit."


	Viog looked up.  "Hey, Metcalf.  Why don't you get your gal out here?  Neeyama and her can keep each other company.  That okay, honey?"


	"Certainly," Neeyama smiled.  "I'd enjoy that."  Metcalf was stunned by her elocution.


	"Well?" Viog pressed.


	"Huh?  Oh... yeah, sure, okay."  Metcalf stood.  "Hey, Shdellow?  Shdellow!"


	Shdellow appeared in the hatchway, looked out and then dashed towards the group.  "Mekaf!" she squealed.


	"Shdellow, this is Neeyama.  Go with her, okay?"


	Shdellow saddened for a moment, then resumed her bubbly attitude.  "Okay!  Hi!" she shot at Neeyama.


	"Hello," Neeyama smiled.  She took Shdellow back to Viog's ship.


	"How come we never saw her before?" Metcalf asked.  "Just get her?"


	"Neeyama?  Shit, no.  We've been together about twenty-five years now.  Got a home on a planet somewhere," he said mysteriously, "and we raised a few kids.  They're off on their own now, so she's come back out with me."


	"You mean you settled down with her?" Metcalf asked, somewhat incredulously.


	"Yeah!  What's wrong with that?"


	Metcalf fumbled.  "Well, nothing.  Whatever works for you, I guess..."


	"Yeah, yeah.  Can we get on with this?" Dyarm sighed impatiently.


	"Shit," Fio mumbled.  "I might as well just cut my loses and get out now..."


	...end of part one.
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	Part two...


	"Shut up and roll the twelves," Dyarm snarled at Fio, who cackled with delight.


	"Lucky, lucky!" he gloated, grabbing up the dice.


	"Lucky bastard," Viog qualified.


	Metcalf swallowed.  He rubbed his sweaty palms together.  He watched Fio shake the three fateful bits of plastic in his fist, blow into it, and throw them headlong across the table.


	"Six... eight... nine!  Twenty-one!  Shit!!  He's still in it!" Dyarm roared.


	"Gotta up the stakes!" Fio burbled.


	"Well, I'm out.  Damn!" pounded Viog.


	"Metcalf?"


	Metcalf sighed.  "I'll stake another barrel of monochlor."


	"Dyarm?"


	Dyarm hesitated; he opened his mouth.  Then closed it.  "No.  I'm out."


	"Then it's just you and me," Fio told Metcalf.  "Twenties," he said.


	"Listen," Metcalf proposed nervously.  "Let's wrap things up right now.  I'll put up my other three barrels against whatever you've got left."


	Fio paused.  "All I got left's four crates of nickemod."


	Metcalf considered this; it wasn't an even stake.  Didn't matter; they were wrapping up.  Winner-take-all.  "I accept."


	Fio smiled.  "Heh-heh-heh-HEH!  I'm gonna make you sorry you said that."


	"No way.  Throw."


	"C'mon, little babies, this is it -- this is the big one -- c'mon, you mothers, go!!"  Fio threw the twenty-siders.


	"Fourteen... nine... two...  Twenty-five!" Dyarm calculated.


	"Shit!" Fio raged, betrayed.


	Thank you, thank you! Metcalf sent.  He took the dice.  He squeezed them.  He pleaded with them.


	He threw them.


	The little crystals tumbled blindly through space, throwing numbers, fate, fortune and hope in all directions, grasping at one set of answers as they finally, slowly, came to rest.


	"Twelve... four... seven.


	"Twenty-three."


	Metcalf stared, mouth open.  "No."


	"Twenty-three," Dyarm reaffirmed.


	"No!"


	In a cry of triumph, Fio leapt up.  He danced around his newfound wealth.


	"Collect it and get out of here," Dyarm hissed, "while you still can."


	Metcalf buried his face in his hands.  Retirement, gone.  A once-in-a-lifetime fortune in tetra, first late, now gone.  He couldn't believe it.  Fiorella -- shit, maybe there was something to this nice-guy stuff.


	"Hey, sorry, man," Fio offered to Metcalf, "but that's the game!  No hard feelings?"


	"No, no no..." Metcalf waved him off.


	"You guys wanna help me load it all?"


	Dyarm pitched a glass at him.  Fio ducked it in a howl of laughter, and began gathering his booty.


	With a grumble, Viog stood and plodded slowly for his ship.


	Metcalf stood and ambled aimlessly from the table.  He stood in the middle of nowhere, shattered.  He'd been so sure... so sure there was a reason for his success; his being here...


	Suddenly Dyarm was beside him.  "Stick around for a while," he said lowly.  "I've got a deal that may interest you."  He said nothing more, but immediately walked away.


	Viog was already making ready to leave.  Neeyama emerged from the ship, and called, "Metcalf?"


	"Yes?"


	Neeyama beamed and presented Shdellow, draped in a pink dress and smiling shyly.  She stepped slowly down to the dusty ground and, arms laced behind her back, walked to Metcalf.


	"Good-bye, Sh'tehlo," Neeyama called, and shut the hatch.  Shdellow spun, waving excited as the ship rose with a noisy wind and made for the port opening.


	She turned to Metcalf.  "Like?"


	Metcalf took a breath.  "Shdellow, what do you want to wear that for?"


	"Pretty," she said, and swished the dress.


	"You never wore anything before," Metcalf observed.


	Shdellow's smile faded.  "You not think pretty?"


	Metcalf paused, then smiled comfortingly.  "I think you should leave it here."


	Shdellow regarded him.


	"It doesn't really suit you."


	Without a word, Shdellow slowly pulled the dress over her head.  She held it a moment, then dropped it in the dust by her feet.


	"Atta girl.  C'mon."  Shdellow paused.  "C'mon," Metcalf repeated.  Slowly Shdellow came to him.  He put his arm around her and led her back to the ship.


	Fiorella got his gains packed away after an hour or so, said good-bye and was gone.  Dyarm remained, as per suggestion, and Metcalf was left wondering what sort of deal he had in mind.


	Shdellow was sitting on the bed, facing the wall, sulking.


	"C'mon, snap out of it."


	Shdellow was silent.


	"Shdellow...  Look, it wasn't appropriate.  It wasn't you.  You weren't really happy dressed up, were you?"


	"Pretty," Shdellow said quietly.


	"Human women wear clothes," Metcalf explained calmly.  "Beltzarian women don't.  It didn't suit you."


	"You said.  Not take dress; I not," she said, matter-of-factly.


	Metcalf was getting angry.  "Shdellow--"


	"Metcalf?  C'mon out."  It was Dyarm's voice, coming over the radio.


	Metcalf sighed.  "I'm gonna go out and see what he wants.  Wait here, okay?"


	Shdellow said nothing.  Metcalf threw up his hands and left the ship.


	Dyarm was standing halfway between his ship and Metcalf's; he had some small machine shaped like a bell with a ball on top standing beside him.


	"Okay, what do you want?  And what's that?" Metcalf asked.


	"This... is a transmat machine."


	"A what?"


	"Transmat machine.  Standard item on Vespian ships.  Restricted technology."


	"Jesus."


	"And, if you can sell it, worth whatever you care to ask."


	"Yeah, I can imagine," Metcalf whistled as the device filled his eyes.


	"Or, if you care to set it up yourself, you can become one hell of a pirate.  I've tried it a few times."


	"Why didn't you bring it out in the game?" Metcalf charged.


	"I thought about it, there, at the end.  But you know Viog; he's a bumbler.  And Fiorella, well, Christ, he'd be more likely to turn me in than take the profit.  And I have two more; one installed and another for trade.  Besides, I have bigger plans for it.  That's where you come in."


	"Me?" Metcalf snorted.  "I'm cleaned out.  You were there, you saw.  What have I got you could want?"


	"What about your cunt?" Dyarm said flatly.


	Metcalf scowled, blinking.  "Shdellow?"


	"Yeah," Dyarm smiled.


	"Shdellow, for this machine?"


	"Yeah.  You know I can't show my face in port.  I'm gonna be on the lamb a long time.  I need something to keep me warm."


	Normally Metcalf would have told him 'rub your hands together first then', but enough of his mind was taking the deal seriously that he didn't want to jeopardize it.  But other thoughts troubled him, and vacantly, almost unconsciously, he protested, "I can't trade Shdellow.  She's not mine.  I don't own her; she's not mine to give away..."


	Dyarm stared hotly.  "Don't gimme that crap, okay?  I'm not a Fed; you don't have to feed me any line.  Even if you believe it, if you tell her to go with me, she will.  What choice has she got?"


	Metcalf mulled it over reluctantly.  Thoughts, needs, and fears conspired against Shdellow...


	"What do you think?" Dyarm prompted.


	"How does it work?" Metcalf muttered.


	In the hold, Dyarm set the machine down.  "It creates a field that disassociates material into energy patterns.  Every-thing within about three meters, except the floor.  Can rematerialize things anywhere up to about 90,000 km away."


	"No shit," Metcalf breathed.  Shdellow appeared, having heard the voices and been prompted by curiosity.


	"No.  With a partner or the remote, you can have yourself beamed back, too.  If there's not enough room where you're going, it defaults.  Won't beam you into a wall.  And the great thing is, it's aimed through your optical scanners.  Oh, you can use coordinates if you like, and I think that's how the Vespians did it; but they must have intended it for human use, too, because they left so many options open."


	"Fantastic."


	"Here's how it works...  Okay, you know the Arabic numeration system; the Vespians used a very old version of it.  These dials are set to multiples of ten.  To set the base distance coordinates you activate the hologrid, here, and set your x, y, and z values with the same keypad.  But it's easier to use your ship's navigation and sensor scans to, say, pick a room and project it on the hologrid; then it's pretty automatic.  If you know what you're looking for, it's easy to find the right room, and then you just press the dedicator..."  Dyarm was halfway through the explanation before he noticed Shdellow hovering close by, watching.  "Should she be listening?"


	Metcalf waved his hand.  "She doesn't understand."


	Dyarm finished his dissertation saying, "Now, the only thing is, is, the power drain is incredible.  I'm pretty sure it was no problem for the Vespians, but in a ship this size, it takes up most of the power the engines can muster.  So you can't use it if you're moving."  Dyarm stood.  "Have you got all that?  'Cause I'm sure as hell not writing it down."


	"I've got it, I've got it..." Metcalf said, trailing off as Dyarm stepped up to Shdellow.


	Dyarm looked at her white, furry chest.  "Four," he said.  He took her wrists and raised her hands.  "Ten," he noted, and bending, he counted her toes, "Four and four; eight."  He looked up into Metcalf's stern face, and cracked a smile.  "Just taking stock," he said.  "Looks like she's got the normal number of appendages."  He turned to Shdellow, and deadpanned, "Show us your teeth now--"


	Shdellow was irritated.  "Mekaf?" she consulted.


	"Dyarm," Metcalf called.  "Give us a couple minutes, would you?"


	Dyarm shot Metcalf a suspicious glance.  "Why?"


	Metcalf rolled his eyes.  "So I can settle things!"


	Dyarm hesitated, then slowly moved for the hatch.  "You better not try anything funny."


	Metcalf spat, "C'mon!  Jesus, have a friggin' heart, will you?"


	Dyarm stepped out of the ship.  Metcalf turned to Shdellow, still staring at him, her big green eyes full of questions.  He sauntered slowly up to her.  "Shdellow," he began quietly, "um, I--  I can't look after you anymore."


	Shdellow blinked, but otherwise remained quizzical.


	"Do you understand?  I can't take you with me anymore."


	"What?" she asked, in a hundred ways at once.  Her mouth hung open slightly.


	He bit his lip.  "I'm getting old, Shdellow.  I've got to stop this, running around all the time.  I've got to go home."


	"Go with you..."


	"No!  You can't go back to the Main -- to Earth or Mars or any of the core worlds.  You'd never be accep--  You wouldn't be happy there."


	Shdellow was silent; it was always her last bastion against tears.


	"Dyarm's going to take care of you," Metcalf said, as brightly as he could.  "You'll go and live with him, just like you came to live with me.  Just like when you left Nik.  You remember."


	Shdellow's head hung and she stared at the floor between them.


	Metcalf took her hand.  "Come on, Shdellow.  I'll take you over.  It'll be alright."  Wordlessly she allowed herself to be slowly led towards the hatch.  As they passed the row of alma plants she gently took one up with her free hand and hugged it to her breast like a child with a teddy.


	Padding across the strip they approached Dyarm, who stood a distance from his ship.  As they closed on him, Shdellow suddenly stopped, and turned, pressing her face into Metcalf's shoulder.


	"Nooo..." she moaned.  She was beginning to cry.  She looked up into Metcalf's face, huge tears just welling up in her eyes.  "Not go, Mekaf.  Please."


	"You have to," he replied softly, stroking her hair.


	"C'mon, Shdellow," Dyarm called.  "I'll be nice to you."


	Metcalf gently nudged her toward Dyarm, and her feet took the lead, slowly, almost somnambulistically carrying her to Dyarm.  Dyarm reached out and took her hand.


	At that moment, Shdellow reacted.  Moaning throatily, she turned back to Metcalf, tears cutting valleys through the soft fur on her face, and called, "Mekaf, no.  Not send me away.  Not want go.  Not want Dyarm, want stay with you.  Please, Mekaf, please."


	Metcalf swallowed.  "Good-bye, Shdellow.  You'll be alright."  He turned slightly, averting her gaze.


	Reluctantly, Shdellow allowed herself to be coaxed up into Dyarm's hull, with much tugging and cursing on his part.  The hatch closed and the sounds of Shdellow's gentle protests ceased.  After a moment, the sublight engines of Dyarm's ship lit up, and it moved gracefully for the port entrance.


	Something was picked up in the dusty wind and danced about the compound; it caught Metcalf's eye and he turned in time to see it settle, soft and pink, in the dirt several meters from where a disappointed girl had dropped it.


	He shoveled the alma plants violently from the hatch; their clay pots smashed heavily on the ground.  He closed the hatch solidly.


	In the hold he stood, staring at his fortune.  Where would he sell it?  Some bigwig, some corporate interest dying to have some new Vespian technology to slowly release, bit by bit, and cleave huge profits from its 'discovery'?  To his dismay he found the considerations of wealth did not console him.  He'd figure it out later.  Right now, it was time to get out of here.


	In the 'pit, he flicked the familiar switches.  Suddenly he was dreading the long haul back to... where?  Shit, I can't head back to the Main -- not with this thing!  Oh, Christ, he realized, I'm this damn thing's prisoner till I sell it.  Damn it!  He cursed his stupidity and the empty, guilty feeling in his gut.


	"What are you getting uptight about?" he asked himself out loud.  "She's just a Beltzarian.  She'll get over it.  Jesus, she didn't skip a beat when Nik gave her up.  She'll be happy with Dyarm..."


	Why didn't he believe that?


	Emerging from the face of the asteroid, Metcalf turned back; he saw the lighting automatically shut off as he left.  The core of the once-blazing heart was suddenly unfathomably black.  Metcalf shivered.


	He prepared to set a course to a point of jump-G, the point where a ship his mass could safely begin to exceed light speed and not be ripped apart by the gravity of a solar system's mass.  As he checked his long range instruments, a small, regular dot caught his eye.


	Dyarm's ship, he reasoned.  Of course.  Dyarm's ship was large and bulky; its augmented armor overworked its otherwise powerful engines.  It took ages to accelerate to speed and had a much further distance to go to safely jump.


	A wild thought struck Metcalf.  He struggled with it, equivocating, but it would not be dismissed.  Finally, it defeated him.  He knew what he had to do; it commanded him, and he abruptly changed course, hit the throttle full, and set an intercept course for Dyarm's ship.


	It took a little more than a half an hour, but there was Dyarm's ship, about four kilometers in front of and just below his.  He'd been trying to raise Dyarm for five minutes, and his frustration showed.


	"Dyarm, you answer me, goddamn it!  I know you can hear me!"


	Finally, Dyarm did answer.  "Get the hell away, Metcalf!  You're in big trouble when this gets out.  No one'll trade snot rags with you now!"


	"I don't care!  I've changed my mind.  Heave to, I want Shdellow back.  You can have the transmat beam ba--"


	"Forget it!  She's mine now!  Now get out of here before I blow you out of the sky!  And don't ever let me ca--  What the fuck?!"  Suddenly Dyarm's ship lurched and lost power; it began to slow down.  His engines dulled to a cinder-orange and produced black smoke.


	Metcalf's heart leapt.  Fantastic!  He jumped up and made for the transmat beam.  If I can just set it up in time...  God, how do I do this?  Help me!  He fumbled with wires and cables while Dyarm's radioed shrieks echoed through the ship.  "Metcalf, you son of a bitch!  What'd you do, what'd you do!  You bastard!  I'm not going to let you--  You hear me, Metcalf?  When I come about, you're a de--"


	There was a sudden crackle of static, and the hiss of a lost signal.  Metcalf looked up as light flooded the hold from the 'pit.  He dashed up to see a blaze of fireworks and debris where Dyarm's ship had been.


	"Shdellow!!" he cried.


	Metcalf sat, face in hands.  He did not know for how long.  He wanted God, or whoever, or whatever, to come down and crush the life from him at once.


	After a period of calm lucidity he sat staring at the empty void of space.  He did not debate which star was the most likely prospect; which glowed most friendly or warmly or like home.  He didn't care, and the thought of drifting forever between them did not frighten him.


	There was an evil sound behind him.  In the hold.


	Something familiar; something he knew.  But somehow more immediate.  He turned; what?


	He heard it again.  He knew what it was, somewhere, but his mind was too preoccupied to--


	A smash.  Metcalf jumped, and launched himself from his couch.  Halfway down the stairs he saw the transmat beam, tipped over, its golden head smashed irreparably; its bell-like bottom caved in and most likely worthless.  The irony was too much for him; he was a man with less than nothing and he railed against it.


	And saw the rat.


	Jesus, it was big.  A spaniel might, if he was well-fed and big-boned, hope to attain such size.  Its black, soulless eyes fixed on his and it threw its nose into his scent.  Its teeth were size of index fingers.


	We must have picked it up in the... Metcalf began, then abandoned that thought in the process of wondering what this thing ate.  Probably other rats, he supposed, or maybe...


	He began backing up the stairs to the 'pit.  But it was no good.  With a little savage cry, the beast launched itself at him.


	Metcalf screamed.


	But the expected blow and tearing edges never arrived.  Instead, in a blur, they were pushed aside.  Something bigger caught the rat in mid-air, something huge.  As big as a man.  Another rat, Metcalf's agonized brain pierced.


	He peered down at the combatants; the larger one landed the smaller expertly; its throat was open almost at once.  The victor stood.


	"Sh -- Shdellow?"


	She smiled at him, her short muzzle dripping blood and tissue.  She drew her arm across her mouth.  Metcalf half-collapsed, falling to his seat on the stairs.  "But I saw you--" he began lamely.


	"Transmat," she said carefully.


	"How?"


	"Remember?  Dyarm show?  I watch, I know," she said proudly.


	"But why -- why didn't you tell me you were here?"


	Shdellow just tilted her head and shrugged one shoulder.  He took this to mean, roughly, 'I wanted to make you sweat it out a while, asshole.'


	Metcalf could say nothing; for the moment he was shocked and irrational.  When enough of his brain had recovered he got to his feet and dashed to Shdellow, taking her in his arms.  "Oh, God, I'm sorry, Shdellow.  God, forgive me."


	"I know," she said, head on his chest.  "Love you.  Can't get rid of me."


	Now there were tears in his eyes for a change.  "I will never send you away again."


	She turned her gaze from him and not too subtly towards the bed quarters.  He smiled and put his arm around her and they stepped towards the door.


	"Wait a sec," he said.  He took off his jacket-vest.  "Turn around."  Shdellow did so and allowed him to put it on her.  She nuzzled it and snuggled into it.


	"Thank you," she said quietly.  They turned back to the door.


	"Oh," Metcalf uttered, "what about the alma leaves?"


	Shdellow tilted her head again.  "Dyarm," she said simply.


	"Terrific," Metcalf soured.  But another thought erupted in his mind.  "He didn't--"


	"No," she interrupted.


	"Good.  Oh, well, we'll just have to make do," Metcalf sighed.


	"It's okay; I not using them much lately 'nyway," she said, and looking down at her abdomen, she patted it.


	Metcalf wrinkled his nose, confused.  Then it dawned on him.  "You don't mean--"


	She stared back quietly.  A sinking feeling and elation passed each other in opposite directions.


	"Terrific," he repeated.


