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"We can't pass It up," Arnold was saying. "Millions in profits, small initial investment, immediate return. Are you listening?"
Richard Gregor nodded wearily. It was a very dull day in the offices of the AAA Ace Interplanetary Decontamination Service, exactly like every other day. Gregor was playing solitaire. Arnold, his partner, was at his desk, his feet propped on a pile of unpaid bills.
Shadows moved past their glass door, thrown by people going to Mars Steel, Neo-Roman Novelties, Alpha Dura Products, or any other offices on the same floor.
But nothing broke the dusty silence in AAA Ace.
"What are we waiting for?" Arnold demanded loudly. "Do we do it or don't we?"
"It's not our line," Gregor said. "We're planetary decontaminationists. Remember?"
"But no one wants a planet decontaminated," Arnold stated.
That, unfortunately, was true. After successfully cleansing Ghost V of imaginary monsters, AAA Ace had had a short rush of business. But then expansion into space had halted. People were busy consolidating their gains, building towns, plowing fields, constructing roads.
The movement would begin again. The human race would expand as long as there was anything to expand into. But, for the moment, business was terrible.
"Consider the possibilities," Arnold said. "Here are all these people on their bright, shiny new worlds. They need farm and food animals shipped from home �" he paused dramatically "by us."
"We're not equipped to handle livestock," Gregor pointed out.
"We have a ship. What else do we need?"
"Everything. Mostly knowledge and experience. Transporting live animals through space is extremely delicate work. It's a job for experts. What would you do if a cow came down with hoof-and-mouth-disease between here and Omega IV?"
Arnold said confidently, "We will ship only hardy, mutated species. We will have them medically examined. And I will personally sterilize the ship before they come on board."
"All right, dreamer," Gregor said. "Prepare yourself for the blow. The Trigale Combine does all animal shipping in this sector of space. They don't look kindly upon competitors � therefore, they have no competitors. How do you plan to buck them?"
"We'll undersell them."
"And starve."
"We're starving now," Arnold said.
"Starving is better than being 'accidentally' holed by a Trigale tug at the port of embarkation. Or finding that someone has loaded our water tanks with kerosene. Or that our oxygen tanks were never filled at all."
"What an imagination you have!" Arnold said nervously.
"Those figments of my imagination have already happened. Trigale wants to be alone in the field and it is. By accident, you might say, if you like gory gags."
Just then, the door opened. Arnold swung his feet off the desk and Gregor swept his cards into a drawer.
Their visitor was an outworlder, to judge by his stocky frame, small head, and pale green skin. He marched directly up to Arnold.
"They'll be at the Trigale Central Warehouse in three days," he said.
"So soon, Mr. Vens?" Arnold asked.
"Oh, yes. Had to transport the Smags pretty carefully, but the Queels have been on hand for several days."
"Fine. This is my partner," Arnold said, turning to Gregor, who was blinking rapidly.
"Happy." Vens shook Gregor's hand firmly. "Admire you men. Free enterprise, competition � believe in it. You've got the route?"
"All taped," Arnold said. "My partner is prepared to blast off at any moment."
"I'll go directly to Vermoine II and meet you there. Good show."
He turned and left.

Gregor said slowly, "Arnold, what have you done?"
"I've been making us rich, that's what I've done," Arnold retorted.
"Shipping livestock?"
"Yes."
"In Trigale territory?"
"Yes."
"Let me see the contract."
Arnold produced it. It stated that the AAA Ace Planetary Decontamination (and Transportation) Service promised to deliver five Smags, five Firgels, and ten Queels to the Vermoine solar system. Pickup was to be made at the Trigale Central Warehouse, delivery to Main Warehouse, Vermoine II. AAA Ace also had the option of building its own warehouse.
Said animals were to arrive intact, alive, healthy, happy, productive, etcetera. There were heavy forfeiture clauses in event of loss of animals, their arrival unalive, unhealthy, unproductive, etcetera.
The document read like a temporary armistice between unfriendly nations.
"You actually signed this death warrant?" Gregor asked incredulously.
"Sure. All you have to do is pick up the beasts, pop over to Vermoine and drop them."
"I? And what will you be doing?"
"I'll be right here, backing you all the way," Arnold said.
"Back me aboard ship."
"No, no � impossible. I get deathly sick at the very sight of a Queel."
"And that's how I feel about this deal. Let's stick your neck out for a change."
"But I'm the research department," Arnold objected, perspiring freely. "We set it up that way. Remember?"
Gregor remembered, sighed and shrugged his shoulders helplessly.
They began at once to put their ship in order. The hold was divided into three compartments, each to carry a separate species. All were oxygen breathers and all could sustain life at about seventy degrees Fahrenheit, so that was no problem. The correct foods were put on board.
In three days, when they were as ready as they would ever be, Arnold decided to accompany Gregor as far as the Trigale Central Warehouse.
It was an uneventful trip to Trigale, but Gregor landed on the approach platform with considerable trepidation. There were too many stories about the Combine for him to feel entirely at home in their stronghold. He had taken what precautions he could. The ship had been completely fueled and provisioned at Luna Station and no Trigale man would be allowed on board.
However, if the personnel of the station were worried about the battered old spaceship, they hid it nicely. The ship was dragged to the loading platform by a pair of tractors and squeezed in between two sleek Trigale express freighters.

Leaving Arnold in charge of loading, Gregor went inside to sign the manifests. A suave Trigale official produced the papers and looked on with interest as Gregor read them over.
"Loading Smags, eh?" the official inquired politely.
"That's right," Gregor said, wondering what a Smag looked like.
"Queels and Firgels, too," the official mused. "Shipping them all together. You've got a lot of courage, Mr. Gregor."
"I have? Why?"
"You know the old saying � 'When you travel with Smags, don't forget your magnifying glass.'"
"I hadn't heard that one."
The official grinned amiably and shook Gregor's hand. "After this trip, you'll be able to make up your own sayings. The very best of luck, Mr. Gregor. Unofficially, of course."
Gregor smiled feebly and returned to the loading platform. The Smags, Firgels, and Queels were on board, each in their own compartment. Arnold had turned on the air, checked the temperature and given them all a day's ration.
"Well, you're off," Arnold said cheerfully.
"I'm off, all right," Gregor admitted with no cheer whatever. He climbed aboard, ignoring a faint snicker from the watching crowd.
The ship was tractored to a blastoff strip and soon Gregor was in space, bound for a tiny warehouse circling in orbit around Vermoine II.
There was always plenty to do on the first day in space. Gregor checked his instruments, then went over the main drive and the tanks, pipes and wiring, to make sure nothing had broken loose in the blastoff. Then he decided to inspect his cargo. It was about time he found out what they looked like.
The Queels, in the forward starboard compartment, looked like immense snowballs. Gregor knew that they were prized for their wool, which commanded a top price everywhere.
Apparently they hadn't gotten used to free-fall, for their food was untouched. He left them banking clumsily off walls and ceiling and bleating plaintively for solid ground.
The Firgels were no problem at all. They were big, leathery lizards, whose purpose on a farm Gregor couldn't guess. At present, they were dormant and would remain so throughout the trip.
Aft, the five Smags barked merrily when they saw him. They were friendly, herbivorous mammals and they seemed to enjoy free-fall very much.
Satisfied, Gregor floated back to the control room. It was a good beginning. Trigale hadn't bothered him and his animals were doing all right in space.
This trip might be just a milk run, he decided.
After testing his radio and control switches, Gregor set the alarm and turned in.

He awoke, eight hours later, un-refreshed and with a splitting headache. His coffee tasted like slag and he could barely focus on the instrument panel.
The effects of canned air, he decided, and radioed Arnold that all was well. But halfway through the conversation, he found he could hardly keep his eyes open.
"Signing off," he said, yawning deeply. "Stuffy in here. Going to take a nap."
"Stuffy?" Arnold asked, his voice very distant over the radio. "It shouldn't be. The air circulators�"
Gregor found that the controls were swaying drunkenly and beginning to go out of focus. He leaned against the panel and closed his eyes.
"Gregor!"
"Hmm?"
"Gregor! Check your oxygen content!"
Gregor propped one eye open long enough to read the dial. He found, to his amusement, that the carbon dioxide concentration had reached a level he had never seen before.
"No oxygen," he told Arnold. "I'll fix it after nap."
"Sabotage!" Arnold shouted. "Wake up, Gregor!"
With a gigantic effort, Gregor reached forward and turned on the emergency air tank. The blast of air sobered him. He stood up, swaying uncertainly, and splashed some water on his face.
"The animals!" Arnold was screaming. "See about the animals!"
Gregor turned on the auxiliary air supply for all three compartments and hurried down the corridor.
The Firgels were still alive and dormant. The Smags apparently hadn't even noticed the difference. Two of the Queels had passed out, but they were reviving. And, in their compartment, Gregor found out what had happened.
There was no sabotage. The ventilators in wall and ceiling, through which the ship's air circulated, were jammed shut with Queel wool. Tufts of fleece floated in the still air, looking like a slow-motion snowfall.
"Of course, of course," Arnold said, when Gregor reported by radio. "Didn't I warn you that Queels have to be sheared twice a week? No, I guess I forgot to. Here's what the book says: 'The Queel � Queelis Tropicalis � is a small, wool-bearing mammal, distantly related to the Terran Sheep. Queels are natives of Tensis V, but have been successfully introduced on other heavy-gravity planets. Garments woven of Queel wool are fireproof, insectproof, rotproof, and will last almost indefinitely, due to the metallic content in the wool. Queels should be sheared twice a week. They reproduce feemishly.'"
"No sabotage," Gregor commented.
"No sabotage, but you'd better start shearing those Queels," Arnold said.
Gregor signed off, found a pair of tin snips in his tool kit and went to work on the Queels. But the metallic wool simply blunted the cutting edges. It seemed that Queels had to be sheared with special hard-alloy tools.
He gathered as much of the floating wool as he could find and cleared the ventilators again. After a last inspection, he went to have his supper.
His beef stew was filled with oily, metallic Queel wool.
Disgusted, he turned in.

When he awoke, he found that the creaking old ship was still holding a true course. Her main drive was operating efficiently and the outlook seemed much brighter, especially after he found that the Firgels were still dormant and the Smags were doing nicely.
But when Gregor inspected the Queels, he found that they hadn't touched a morsel of food since coming on board. It was serious now. He called Arnold for advice.
"Very simple," Arnold told him, after searching through several reference books. "Queels haven't any throat muscles. They rely on gravity to get food down. But in free-fall, there isn't any gravity, so they can't get the food down."
It was simple, Gregor knew, one of those little things you would never consider on Earth. But space, with its artificial environment, aggravated even the simplest problems.
"You'll have to spin ship to give them some gravity," Arnold said.
Gregor did some quick mental multiplication. "That'll use up a lot of power."
"Then the book says you can push the food down their throats by hand. You roll it up in a moist ball and reach in as far as the elbow and �"
Gregor signed off and activated the side jets. His feet settled to the floor and he waited anxiously.
The Queels began to feed with an abandon that would have done a Queel-farmer's heart good.
He would have to refuel at the Vermoine II space warehouse and that would bring up their operating expenses, for fuel was expensive in newly colonized systems. Still, there would be a good margin of profit left over.
He returned to normal ship's duties. The spaceship crawled through the immensity of space.
Feeding time came again. Gregor fed the Queels and went on to the Smag compartment. He opened the door and called out, "Come and get it!"
Nothing came.
The compartment was empty.
Gregor felt a curious sensation in his stomach. It was impossible. The Smags couldn't be gone. They were playing a joke on him, hiding somewhere.
But there was no place in the compartment for five large Smags to hide.
The trembling sensation was turning into a full-grown quiver. Gregor remembered the forfeiture clauses in event of loss, damage, etcetera, etcetera.
"Here, Smag! Here Smag!" he shouted. There was no answer.
He inspected the walls, ceiling, door, and ventilators, on the chance that the Smags had somehow bored through.
There were no marks.
Then he heard a faint noise near his feet. Looking down, he saw something scuttle past him.
It was one of his Smags, shrunken to about two inches in length. He found the others hiding in a corner, all just as small.
What had the Trigale official said? "When you travel with Smags, don't forget your magnifying glass."
There was no time for a good, satisfying shock reaction. Gregor closed the door carefully and sprinted to the radio.
"Very odd," Arnold said, after radio contact had been made. "Shrunken, you say? I'm looking it up right now. Hmm...You didn't produce artificial gravity, did you?"
"Of course. To let the Queels feed."
"Shouldn't have done that," Arnold said. "Smags are light-gravity creatures."
"How was I supposed to know?"
"When they're subjected to an unusual for them gravity, they shrink down to microscopic size, lose consciousness and die."
"But you told me to produce artificial gravity."
"Oh, no! I simply mentioned, in passing, that that was one way of making Queels feed. I suggested hand-feeding."
Gregor resisted an almost overpowering urge to rip the radio out of the wall. He said, "Arnold, the Smags are light-gravity animals. Right?"
"Right."
"And the Queels are heavy-gravity. Did you know that when you signed the contract?"
Arnold gulped for a moment, then cleared his throat. "Well, that did seem to make it a bit more difficult. But it pays very well."
"Sure, if you can get away with it. What do I do now?"
"Lower the temperature," Arnold replied confidently. "Smags stabilize at the freezing point."
"Humans freeze at the freezing point," Gregor said. "All right, signing off."
Gregor put on all the extra clothes he could find and turned up the ship's refrigeration system. Within an hour, the Smags had returned to their normal size.
So far, so good. He checked the Queels. The cold seemed to stimulate them. They were livelier than ever and bleated for more food. He fed them.
After eating a ham and wool sandwich, Gregor turned in.
The next day's inspection revealed that there were now fifteen Queels on board. The ten original adults had given birth to five young. All were hungry.
Gregor fed them. He set it down as a normal hazard of transporting mixed groups of livestock. They should have anticipated this and segregated the beasts by sexes as well as species.
When he looked in on the Queels again, their number had increased to thirty-eight.

"Reproduced, did they?" Arnold asked via radio, his voice concerned.
"Yes. And they show no signs of stopping."
"Well, we should have expected it."
"Why?" Gregor demanded baffledly.
"I told you. Queels reproduce feemishly."
"I thought that's what you said. What does it mean?"
"Just what it sounds like," said Arnold, irritated. "How did you ever get through school? It's freezing-point parthenogenesis."
"That does it," Gregor said grimly. "I'm turning this ship around."
"You can't! We'll be wiped out!"
"At the rate those Queels are reproducing, there won't be room for me if I keep going. A Queel will have to pilot this ship."
"Gregor, don't get panicky. There's a perfectly simple answer."
"I'm listening."
"Increase the air pressure and moisture content. That'll stop them."
"Sure. And it'll probably turn the Smags into butterflies."
"There won't be any other effects."
Turning back was no solution, anyhow. The ship was near the halfway mark. Now he could get rid of the beasts just as quickly by delivering them.
Unless he dumped them all into space. It was a tempting though impractical thought.
With increased air pressure and moisture content, the Queels stopped reproducing. They numbered forty-seven now and Gregor had to spend most of his time clearing the ventilators of wool. A slow-motion, surrealistic snowstorm raged in the corridors and engine room, in the water tanks and under his shirt.
Gregor ate tasteless meals of food and wool, with pie and wool for dessert.
He was beginning to feel like a Queel.
But then a bright spot approached on his horizon. The Vermoine sun began glowing on his forward screen. In another day, he would arrive, deliver his cargo and be free to go home to his dusty office, his bills and his solitaire game.
That night, he opened a bottle of wine to celebrate the end of the trip. It helped get the taste of wool out of his mouth and he fell into bed, mildly and pleasantly tipsy.
But he couldn't sleep. The temperature was still dropping. Beads of moisture on the walls of the ship were solidifying into ice.
He had to have heat.
Let's see � if he turned on the heaters, the Smags would shrink. Unless he stopped the gravity. In which case, the forty-seven Queels wouldn't eat.
To hell with the Queels. He was getting too cold to operate the ship.

He brought the vessel out of its spin and turned on the heaters. For an hour, he waited, shivering and stamping his feet. The heaters merrily drained fuel from the engines, but produced no heat.
That was ridiculous. He turned them on full blast.
In another hour, the temperature had sunk below zero. Although Vermoine was now visible, Gregor didn't know if he could even control the ship for a landing.
He had just finished building a small fire on the cabin floor, using the ship's more combustible furnishings as fuel, when the radio spluttered into life.
"I was just thinking," Arnold said. "I hope you haven't been changing gravity and pressure too abruptly."
"What difference does it make?" Gregor asked distractedly.
"You might unstabilize the Firgels. Rapid temperature and pressure changes could take them out of their dormant state. You'd better check."
Gregor hurried off. He opened the door to the Firgel compartment, peered in and shuddered.
The Firgels were awake and croaking. The big lizards were floating around their compartment, covered with frost. A blast of sub-zero air roared into the passageway. Gregor slammed the door and hurried back to the radio.
"Of course they're covered with frost," Arnold said. "Those Firgels are going to Vermoine I. Hot place, Vermoine I right near the sun. The Firgels are cold-fixers � best portable air-conditioners in the Universe."
"Why didn't you tell me this sooner?" Gregor demanded.
"It would have upset you. Besides, they would have stayed dormant if you hadn't started fooling with gravity and pressure."
"The Firgels are going to Vermoine I. What about the Smags?"
"Vermoine II. Tiny planet, not much gravity."
"And the Queels?"
"Vermoine III, of course."
"You idiot!" Gregor shouted. "You give me a cargo like that and expect me to balance it?" If Arnold had been in the ship at that moment, Gregor would have strangled him. "Arnold," he said, very slowly, "no more schemes, no more ideas, promise?"
"Oh, all right," Arnold agreed. "No need to get peevish about it."
Gregor signed off and went to work, trying to warm the ship. He succeeded in boosting it to twenty-seven degrees Fahrenheit before the overworked heaters gave up.
By then, Vermoine II was dead ahead.

Gregor knocked on a piece of wood he hadn't burned and set the tape. He was punching a course for the Main Warehouse, in orbit around Vermoine II, when he heard an ominous grumbling noise. At the same time, half a dozen dials on the control panel flopped over to zero.
Wearily, he floated back to the engine room. His main drive was dead and it didn't take any special mechanical aptitude to figure out why.
Queel wool floated in the engine room's still air. Queel wool was in the bearings and in the lubricating system, clogging the cooling fans.
The metallic wool made an ideal abrasive for highly polished engine parts. It was a wonder the drive had held up this long.
He returned to the control room. He couldn't land the ship without the main drive. Repairs would have to be made in space, eating into their profits. Fortunately, the ship steered by rocket side jets. With no mechanical system to break down, he could still maneuver.
It would be close, but he could still make contact with the artificial satellite that served as the Vermoine warehouse.
"This is AAA Ace," he announced as he squeezed the ship into an orbit around the satellite. "Request permission to land."
There was a crackle of static. "Satellite speaking," a voice answered. "Identify yourself, please."
"This is the AAA Ace ship, bound to Vermoine II from Trigale Central Warehouse," Gregor elaborated. "My papers are in order." He repeated the routine request for landing privilege and leaned back in his chair.
It had been a struggle, but all his animals were alive, intact, healthy, happy, etcetera, etcetera. AAA Ace had made a nice little profit. But all he wanted now was to get out of this ship and into a hot bath. He wanted to spend the rest of his life as far from Queels, Smags, and Firgels as possible. He wanted....
"Landing permission refused."
"What?"
"Sorry, but we're full up at present. If you want to hold your present orbit, I believe we can accommodate you in about three months."
"Hold on!" Gregor yelped. "You can't do this! I'm almost out of food, my main drive is shot and I can't stand these animals much longer!"
"Sorry."
"You can't turn me away," Gregor said hoarsely. "This is a public warehouse. You have to �"
"Public? I beg your pardon, sir. This warehouse is owned and operated by the Trigale Combine."

The radio went dead. Gregor stared at it for several minutes.
Trigale!
Of course they hadn't bothered him at their Central Warehouse. They had him by simply refusing landing privileges at their Vermoine warehouse.
And the hell of it was, they were probably within their rights.
He couldn't land on the planet. Bringing the ship down without a main drive would be suicide. And there was no other space warehouse in the Vermoine solar system.
Well, he had brought the animals almost to the warehouse. Certainly Mr. Vens would understand the circumstances and judge his intentions.
He contacted Vens on Vermoine II and explained the situation.
"Not at the warehouse?" Vens asked.
"Well, within fifty miles of the warehouse," Gregor said.
"That really won't do. I'll take the animals, of course. They're mine. But there are forfeiture clauses in the event of incomplete delivery."
"You wouldn't invoke them, would you?" Gregor pleaded. "My intentions �"
"They don't interest me," Vens said. "Margin of profit and all that. We colonists need every little bit." He signed off.
Perspiring in the cold room, Gregor called Arnold and told him the news.
"It's unethical!" Arnold declared in outrage.
"But legal."
"I know, damn it. I have to have time to think."
"You'd better find something good," Gregor said.
"I'll call you back."
Gregor spent the next few hours feeding his animals, picking the Queel wool out of his hair and burning more furniture on the deck of the ship. When the radio buzzed, he crossed his fingers before answering it.
"Arnold?"
"No, this is Vens."
"Listen, Mr. Vens," Gregor said, "if you'd just give us a little more time, we could work out this thing amicably. I'm sure �"
"Oh, you've got me over a barrel, all right," Vens snapped. "It's perfectly legal, too. I checked. Shrewd operation, sir, very shrewd operation. I'm sending a tug for the animals."
"But the forfeiture clause �"
"Naturally, I cannot invoke it." Vens signed off.

Gregor stared at the radio. Shrewd operation? What had Arnold done? He called Arnold's office.
"This is Mr. Arnold's secretary," a young feminine voice answered. "Mr. Arnold has left for the day."
"Left? Secretary? Is this the Arnold of AAA Ace? I've got the wrong Arnold, haven't I?"
"No, sir, this is Mr. Arnold's office, of the AAA Ace Planetary Warehouse Service. Did you wish to place an order? We have a first-class warehouse in the Vermoine system, in an orbit near Vermoine II. We handle light, medium, and heavy gravity products. Personal supervision by our Mr. Gregor. And I think you'll find our rates are quite attractive."

So that was what Arnold had done � he had turned their ship into a warehouse! On paper, at least. And their contract did give them the option of supplying their own warehouse. Clever!
But that nuisance Arnold could never leave well enough alone. Now he wanted to go into the warehouse business!
"What did you say, sir?"
"I said this is the warehouse speaking. I want to leave a message for Mr. Arnold."
"Yes, sir?"
"Tell Mr. Arnold to cancel all orders," Gregor said grimly. "His warehouse is coming home as fast as it can hobble."
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