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One thing an explorer must have is adaptability.
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Rock-a-bye-baby time and this weird planet sure as hell grew some mean tree tops. Orem Paige stood on the edge of the Amaterasu Arboreal Region Exploratory Habitat and peered at the jungle below. Called the �cradle� by everyone in it, the habitat looked like a bright orange air mattress some hundred meters square. On top, it had a transparent dome which served as a control and communications center. Beneath that, the �canvas condo� held research labs and living quarters. Inflated to slightly higher than atmospheric pressure, the cradle rode on top of the jungle canopy like a rubber raft rides on the ocean, its weight distributed so widely that the trees hardly bowed beneath.
To the west, Orem could see nothing but tree tops, undulating in the wind like a gray-green surf, a smudge on the far horizon all he could see of the distant mountains. They named the planet Amaterasu after the Japanese sun goddess. Appropriate, at least for this part. Very hot.
The trees shimmered in the rainbow of sunlight reflecting in the superfine mesh net which protected the cradle. The net kept all the alien creepy crawlies outside�especially needle bugs.
To the east, he could see low black clouds reminding him that the great granddaddy of all hurricanes was working up strength to strike. The cradle would rock, all right, and down would come baby, cradle and all. Unless Orem stopped it.
�You ready, or are you contemplating applying for a desk job?� Suzanne �Suze� Harrin said, walking up from behind. He could feel her footsteps rippling the cradle fabric.
Orem turned around. Like everyone in the cradle, Suze wore a bioisolation suit with its own air supply, her name printed in large letters on her left breast. Her suit was orange on the left side, white on the right, his the reverse. No one knew why. Through her transparent mask, she made a quick air kiss. He glanced around to see if anyone was looking, then returned the kiss. They�d been bunk mates for three months now, and were still a little silly.
�OK. Time for me to make like a monkey.�
�They don�t use monkeys for off-world work,� she said. �Endangered species and all. Too valuable.�
�No monkeys here anyway. I miss them. And the birds. When I trained back in the Amazon Park, the jungle was thick with birds. You couldn�t hear yourself speak for the squawking.� A drop of sweat stung his eye. He couldn�t wipe his brow because of the mask. This jungle was like a steam chest, worse than the Amazon, though nothing up here to what it must be on the ground below.
�Well, give this place a billion years and twice as much oxygen, there�ll be birds.�
�Long time to wait.�
�Good Mormons are supposed to be patient.�
�I�m not a Mormon. OK, so my parents are, but it�s not hereditary.�
�I think it�s cute they named you for your home town.�
�Could have been worse. Could have been Moroni.�
Orem reached down, picked up his limb climber robos and hung them from his belt. They looked like spiders, long legs with bodies the size of a fist. With the robos in place, he bent over to pick up a roll of carbon fiber cable.
�Permission to exit the nets?� Going outside the nets without a buddy watching from inside was absolutely tabu.
�Granted.�
Orem unfastened the exit, climbed through the net, then turned to catch more rolls of cable as Suze handed them out. Now he perched on the edge of the cradle, the fabric sinking under his feet like a soft mattress. Cables ran everywhere, holding the cradle in place. He�d put most of them in, and hadn�t enjoyed the job. But if the satellite pictures didn�t lie, the coming storm made the average Earth hurricane look like a summer breeze. The cradle needed all the reinforcements it could get.
He looked down. Some trees had leaves as big as bath towels, long tough rubbery things which felt like plastic. Others had narrow leaves, or long whip-shaped ones. The biologists hadn�t had time to sort out the species. Near the ground, the trunks bulged like beer bottles. On a tree in Utah a bulge like that would have indicated a disease. African baobab trees bulged too, so fat trees weren�t too odd. What was odd was that here all the jungle species bulged. Orem couldn�t see the ground, a morass of mud and rot that never saw the sun.
Just as well he couldn�t see it. Or smell it. The cradle rocked in the wind, the cables vibrating like guitar strings. Holding one cable in his hands, cautiously he stepped out on another, edging his way down to where the leaves thinned out and the tree trunks grew thick.
�Watch for needle bugs!� Suze shouted.
Sure, tell the man on the flying trapeze to watch for rattlesnakes. Orem glanced around, eyeing the leaves. Bugs everywhere. The biologists went nuts trying to classify them. Whole armies of little ones made brown splotches on the leaves. Bigger ones ate the little ones. One had an orange spot on its back. Or maybe its head, Orem wasn�t sure. One species burrowed deep into leaves and ate out the insides, leaving just the outer transparent skin like windows on a bus.
A branch glittered wet in the sun. Orem examined the edges of the wet spot carefully. Finally he spotted a spit toad pretending to be a large wart on the tree bark. Spit toads spat out the sticky lining of their stomach, waited for some poor stupid bug to get caught, then flipped the stomach back in again. Harmless, but disgusting. Anyway, no needle bugs. Looking for a gray-green bug on gray-green leaves was like looking for a black cat in a coal bin, and he had work to do.
He selected a tree a good five meters thick. Attaching a cable lead to one of the robos, he sent the robo scurrying about the trunk and back, then locked the cable in a solid loop. One down.

After you stopped thinking about needle bugs, the heat, the storm coming, and how high above the ground you were, the job wasn�t bad. Orem placed five more cables, returned for five more, and placed four.
The wind sighed around him. Leaves rippled about his face. Sunlight flickered over his orange and white suit.
�Orem! Freeze!� Suze shouted. Shocked, Orem froze. He felt the cables tremble as Suze ran up behind him.
So what was going on? He would like to look around, but didn�t move. Slowly he saw the claw end of Suze�s collecting stick glide past his face.
Something scurried in the leaves. The collecting stick shot after it.
�Got it!� Suze said. �Needle bug.� She waved the creature in front of his face. About half as long as his hand, the needle bug had a segmented body and six legs. Each leg ended in a round sticky cup, just the thing for clinging to plastic trees or anything else unlucky enough to come within its grasp. Unlike Earth insects, the needle bug�s middle section bristled with long hairs to help it breathe in the oxygen poor atmosphere. It had no face, not even a mouth, just two eye spots and a thin needle between them.
The bug writhed angrily, trying to escape. Suddenly the needle jumped forward, shooting a drop of venom half a meter into the air.
�Orem, I told you to be careful. Losing her bunkmate could give a woman a bad reputation.�
�Thanks, I guess. I don�t understand how you see those damned things. Trained biologist�s eye, I suppose. Anyway, there�s one more cable. You�d better get behind the net.�
Suze left, leaving Orem to place the next cable.
The wind worsened. Huge leaves threshed up and down, popping like flags. This cable had to be placed both lower and farther out. He had to climb limb to limb monkey-fashion, cursing and dragging the cable.
At last he found his tree, got the cable looped around, and started back. The wind pushed against him, slapping him with leaves and branches. Cables vibrated, threatening to throw him off every second.
Grateful to be finished, he reached over the last limb.
Pain exploded in his hand, so intense his stomach closed like a fist.
Needle bug! Frantically he beat his hand against the limb, then grabbed at the bug with his other hand. It clung fast, a small green lump hurting him worse than anything had ever hurt him before. He was slipping over the edge of consciousness.
Suze grabbed his fingers, directing the flame of a small torch directly on the bug. It swelled, popped like a com kernel, blackened, and burned. Then more hands tugged him through the net. Someone hit Orem with a sedative gun, and he went to sleep.

�Wakey wakey time,� he heard a sing-song voice. He opened his eyes, felt the room move around him, then closed them again.
Hell. The room really was moving. In a strong wind, the �canvas condo� became very lively. He opened his eyes to see Mara Garcia�s face. She served as combination commander, researcher, and med tech. Dark eyes, black hair, mouth drawn tight as if something smelled bad.
�Sorry to push you, but we re in a storm, and need all hands on deck. You�re our only engineer.�
�My hand�s not much good.�
�Hey, we saved you. You thank the lab techs for this new stuff. It made a miracle. You�ll be good as new in ten minutes. And stop looking for Suze. I sent her off to work.�
�God. I thought I was dying.�
�Only lucky you picked on a baby bug. Needle didn�t penetrate that well and your suit took most of the poison. Bigger bug might be a problem.�
�This wasn�t a problem? What�s in that needle, anyway?�
�Not totally analyzed, but a biological solvent, we think. The bug hangs on till the meat dissolves, then sucks up the goop with the same needle, sort of like some spiders. Clever if you haven�t invented teeth. Of course, it didn�t figure on something as big as you. That needle would be very effective against something small.�
�It�s effective. Take my word for it.�
�Oh, you just got a touch. The bug was an immature male�if there is any other kind of male.� She paused at the time-honored joke, then continued. �Actually, all our specimens are male. I wonder where the females are. Or is this planet even weirder than I thought?�
�It�s weird enough.�
�Yeah. Well, Suze has played poor suffering martyr for an hour.� Mara paged Suze on the comm. �Keep it short. You�ve both got work, and I can�t handle the mushy stuff�I just had lunch.� Orem stood up, nearly fell, thanked the doc for her uncharming bedside manner, then walked down the fabric hallway with as much dignity as any walker can when the hallway is swaying like a drunk on a unicycle.
�Orem!�
�Hi, Suze. I�m still alive.�
The �waiting room� contained two inflatable chairs, a coffee dispenser, and a vid screen. The walls puffed as if they were panting.
�Oh, give me a hug and stop being an idiot.�
He did that. Hugging a bio-isolation suit had all the sexual charge of hugging a laundry bag, but it was comforting. For a few moments they talked of nothing. Orem wished they could go back to the bunk, seal themselves in, and get out of the miserable suits. He wanted to feel her next to him, if only to convince himself she was real and he was still alive. He wanted to get to know her better, find out how it had been for her growing up in Europe. He�d been raised under a round blue Utah sky, with white-capped mountains looming over sage brush and sandstone stretching so far the eye got tired of looking and quit.

Orem�s emergency station was the comm room in the dome. Double doors at each end held in the air pressure. The transparent dome gave a 360 degree view of the surrounding area. Too good a view. The sky looked green, the trees outside threshed and swayed, and the whole room rolled like a ship on the high seas. On the right side, a row of vivid screens showed information coming in from other stations and from the mother ship orbiting overhead, �upstairs� in spacer jargon. The left side held a couple of canvas benches and a big screen vid with a chip library. Only braggarts called it the �lounge.�
Two people, Jason and Elaina, sat at computer screens. Both turned when Orem entered. �Been sleeping one off, Orem?�
�You know these new bunkmates.�
Orem bowed and went to work.
Asair, an Indonesian woman who served as chief engineer upstairs, came up on screen.
�Heard you had a tough experience, Orem.�
�A bit. Learned not to put my hand in places I haven�t looked. I�m OK now.�
�Good. How�s the cradle holding?�
Orem checked the readouts on his strain gauges. �No pain yet.�
�Yeah. But from up here, we see gusts to 300 klicks peaking in less than an hour. You want an air rescue, speak now. We�ve got some major AMWIWs, and we�re down to only two working shuttles, at least for a week.�
AMWIWs meant �A Miracle When It Works,� some sarcastic engineer�s name for high-tech wonders which didn�t. Technical glitches were the curse of space exploration. Only two shuttles working was rotten luck, especially with four other habitats in different ecological areas of the planet.
�Check the big honchos for a decision, but I don�t think the cradle will have a problem. I set enough cable to tie up half the forest.�
�Max good. I�ll ask the boss.�
Orem returned to his work, checking and rechecking the strain gauges for signs of weakness. On a platform below the cradle, a small reactor powered the station and oxygen extractor. Amaterasu�s atmosphere had low oxygen, high carbon dioxide. Native plants thrived, but a human would slowly suffocate.
Everything tested A-OK. Soon word came: the cradle rides this one. Orem was happy. Two shuttles could take the cradle, but not the reactor. Hooking everything up again would be a major pain.
Orem saw the hurricane coming, a wave rolling over the trees, darkening the sky with flying broken limbs and leaves. The sun vanished. Wet leaves plastered the transparent panels, blocking the view. Orem�s chair bucked under him, thrusting his face into the console while the seat belt jerked at his waist, then instantly reversing and smacking his bottom back into the chair.
The screaming of the wind drove needles into his ears; the computer�s voice recognition went berserk. Orem gripped his desk with his left hand to push the mouse with his right. The desk jerked out of his grip and the mouse went flying. Damn! He caught the mouse, twirling the ball with his thumb to command the motors controlling the strain on each cable. In the wind, he couldn�t even hear the motors, but bit by bit they pulled the cradle nose down, making the wind push it into the trees rather than pulling it up. He turned, astonished to see one of his companions bouncing like hot bacon on the floor and the other�must be Elaina�riding her chair like a cowboy rides a bronco. She shouted something, but he couldn�t hear.
Wind 340 and rising. Weather forecasters on Amaterasu had lots to learn. The fabric walls popped with a machine gun rattle. Could anything stand this buffeting? How could those damned trees stand it? But his cables held. Relax and ride. It�s something to tell the guys from the other habitats when they got back together.
Needle bugs. Bugs as big as rats banging on the windows, bugs riding on glassy wings. No flapping, so they were gliders rather than fliers, hopping from tree to tree, ripping along in the wind at airplane speeds.
Orem remembered all the local bugs were males. The flyers must be females, riding the storm like a California zillionaire on an autowing. Storms brought in the girls. Christ. Millions of square klicks on this damned planet and they had to choose a needle bug love-in.
A wind blast tried to roll the cradle up like a blanket. Two strain gauges red-lined. The motors ran red-hot, so he turned them off and locked the cables in place.
�Orem? How�s it going?� Asair, on the vid.
�I could use a cool brew.�
�Sorry we goofed on the weather report. We just don�t have all the reporting stations they have on Earth.�
�Now you tell me. But basically, we�re all cool.�
It took a hell of a lot to break a carbon fiber cable, and those huge trees weren�t going anywhere.
Whoom, whoom, whoom, giant footsteps drowned out the wind. Frantically Orem looked for a clear space in the muck covering the window.
The trees were falling! Long rows fell down before the wind.
No, not falling. Bending. Suddenly Orem realized how these trees survived.
�Hang on,� he shouted. �We�re going over. Those damned trees have knees!�
How could anyone guess that that big bulge at the base was a hinge?
With a rending crash, the cradle fell. Someone screamed, then smashed into Orem, jerking him viciously against his seat belt. A jolt of pain seared his stomach; he felt cut in two. Now the floor reared up, leaving him hanging like a fly on the wall. The chair popped loose, then Orem, chair and all, fell down the floor, his fingernails scratching at the fabric, trying to get a grip, then smashing head first into someone at the bottom wall.
�Sorry,� he said, mumbling with his face pressed into someone�s stomach and his butt, still in the chair, pointing straight up.
The lights went out.
Loosened, the wall fabric whipped Orem�s side, slapping his arms and ribs. He snapped his seat belt, released himself from the chair and stood, only to have the wall flip and throw him down.
Alarms wailed.
�Air-tight security ruptured!� said a booming electronic voice. �Air-tight security ruptured.�
A tear in the dome. Things couldn�t get worse.
�Needle bugs!� A scream, with the pain of all mankind in it.
Orem leaped up, struggling to stand on the heaving mass beneath his feet. Tom fabric slashed across one eye, cutting his forehead and nearly blinding him with blood. He covered his face with his hands, the wind-driven fabric whipping his fingers, and forced his way to the back of the room where the emergency lights, armored suits, and first-aid kits were stored.
For a few seconds he pawed at the door, totally confused, for it was sideways. Finally his fingers found the release.
Lights. He flipped on a battery spotlight.
The place looked as if it had been stirred like cake batter. The walls flapped so loudly Orem couldn�t hear the man�Jason, he thought, though his face was so contorted who could tell�screaming, though he could see his open mouth and his throat muscles straining as he struggled to pull a needle bug from his leg.
Shuddering, Orem wanted to help, but remembered the spacer�s first law�protect the rescuer first. With trembling hands, watching where every finger went, he pulled an armored environmental suit from the emergency locker, climbed into it, grabbed a hand torch, and forced his way between the flapping fabric walls to Jason.
He flamed the needle bug. It didn�t release until it turned to smoke.
A hand tapped his shoulder. He turned to see Mara. Like him, she wore full armor.
�My job,� she shouted, pointing to Jason. �Your job: restore power and send out a mayday.�

The next two hours came closer to describing hell than any sermon Orem had ever heard. Needle bugs everywhere. Orem got a mayday off using a battery-powered transmitter. The main power lines to the reactor were down. Orem used the robos to run an emergency lead. Carrying their cables, the robos scurried over the downed trees. Needle bugs jumped them again and again; proving IQ-wise, needle bugs weren�t at the top of the class, but blind instinct�s not to be despised. Orem shuddered.
The lights came back on.
Now, stabilize the cradle. With the motors working, Orem reeled in enough cable to pull the cradle right side up. As the fabric pulled taut, the wind had less of a target, and the terrible buffeting slowed. Others mended the breaks in the airtight fabrics, reinflating everything.
This done, Orem went to the sick bay to find Mara.
In the dimness of the emergency lights, Orem saw five bodies on canvas cots. Five out of twelve. He stooped nearer.
Suze! Her eyes stared at the ceiling, her face waxen in the dim light.
�Oh, please, don�t let it be true.� He touched her hand with his armored glove. She didn�t move. Only her chest heaved, sucking oxygen from a clear plastic tube. �Don�t die, Suze,� he murmured, bending to look closer at her face.
Whack! Something slammed into his armored back. Mara. She�d hit him.
�No, dammit, no!� she shouted. �No time for whimpering. Get topside. They�re sending the shuttles for us.�
�What? In this wind?�
�We have five people in critical condition. Just enough serum to last maybe two hours. We need more serum now, and we need the sick bay on the big ship. You guide them down. Save the people.�
�We can�t take anyone not in armor outside. They�ll be bug meat in seconds.�
�Don�t tell me what I�ve got to do. You do what you�ve got to do.�
Orem ran topside just in time for the two shuttles swooping overhead.
�So what�s happening down there?�
Orem recognized the pilots by voice, Ivan Diachev and Riena Eisner. Then he glanced out, glimpsed the shuttles, and felt like screaming. They had no pods attached. The shuttles were simply generic carriers, a tiny pilot�s compartment, engines, and monster fuel tanks. For short trips in the planet�s atmosphere, they carried freight in slings. To reach orbit with passengers, they needed a special pressurized passenger pod.
�Where in hell is the pressure pod?� Orem shouted.
�Sitting in the desert halfway around the world from you. Rough landing, cracked an attachment point.�
�Then what are you planning to do? We have five casualties. We need help now.�
�We have serum for you right now. Then we�re trying for a pickup of the entire cradle, minus the reactor. We�ll carry you to a mountain habitat out of the storm and the needle bugs. They�ve got a better medical setup than you.�
�Pick up the cradle? That�s a tall order in this wind.�
�No choice, unless you can wait.�
�OK, but it�s going to be a bumpy ride.�
Orem watched the shuttles head into the wind, one on each side of the cradle. From time to time, Orem corrected them�the automatic laser guidance system was DOA. Mostly they worked by themselves, chattering back and forth and edging in, as they say, like whales making love. Long cables lowered, each with a robo clinging to the end, and whipping out into the wind.
Nothing to do but come lower, lower, and still lower. Now they hovered thirty meters overhead, heaving and rolling in the wind. Rocket blasts threw dancing shadows over thousands of trees, roots still firmly in the ground, but flat on their sides in ranks like sleeping soldiers.
Connection! The first robo caught a strong point and locked one cable in place, then went to lock in a second. That done, it came creeping up to the dome, cheating the wind by crawling low on its belly like an embarrassed dog. The robo bore a precious gift of serum, enough to save lives at least for a time.
Second connection. Another robo, more cables, more serum.
�You guys ready to ride?� Ivan said. �Hang on to your false teeth.�
Orem called a �now hear this� over the intercom to warn sick bay, then ordered the pilots to pull them up.
Rocket blasts drowned even the wind. Slowly the shuttles climbed, pulling the two cables taut. Gradually Orem paid out the anchor cables below, keeping the cradle level.
�Before I drop my anchors, you shorten your leads, or this thing will buck us to death. It�s the biggest sail you ever saw,� Orem said.
The pilots agreed. Slowly the two ships reeled in cable, pulling themselves closer to the cradle and each other.
Wind shook the cradle. The cables hummed. So far, so good, Orem thought.
Suddenly Ivan�s shuttle swung sideways. Ivan shouted over the comm. �Malfunction! Riena, blast west. Thruster failure, thruster failure.�
Horrified, Orem watched helplessly as Ivan�s ship rolled over and smashed into Riena�s. Flame burst into the air, then streamed back in the wind. The ships crashed into the ground not a hundred meters from the cradle.
Ivan screamed, then Riena. Orem�s stomach turned, the taste of copper in his mouth. The screaming went on until he turned the comm volume off.

That night Jason died. Mara stabilized the others by large injections of serum and the last-ditch idea of deepfreezing the bodies. Orem reprogrammed the oxygenator to produce dry ice. Carbon dioxide was one thing Amaterasu had plenty of. Suze stopped breathing, her life dangling from a few wires and a plastic tube half the size of a drinking straw.
At last the wind dropped.

When the sun came out, needle bugs covered the dome. Hundreds hopped and crawled, sometimes in twos and threes, sometimes in hundreds, over the huge trees lying flat on the ground.
Orem guessed the female bugs captured the males, mated, then left the dead males as food for their maggots, or whatever needle bugs had. Other animals either left or became bug fodder. No doubt the expedition had managed to settle right in the middle of the mating grounds. Orem hoped the trees would soon right themselves, but none of them did. Hell, who knew? Maybe they hibernated in bug season.
Orem watched the bugs crawl on the transparent dome, their sucker feet leaving tiny damp circles. They had to get off the damned ground. Sooner or later the bugs would break through the cradle fabric. His temporary lash-up of a power line had already lived longer than he expected; without power they hadn�t a hope. Not that it made much difference if Suze died.
Suze. He remembered her just the other night�god, was it really just three days ago?�sitting naked on the edge of the bunk, the overhead lamp gleaming red on her brown hair, her fingers running over his bare chest. She laughed at how his chest hair curled around her little finger, calling him �Teddy Bear.�
Now Suze slept in a cocoon of white plastic foam with the dry ice misting her face plate.
Next week, they�d have help. The other shuttles and the pressure pod should be fixed. One of the four other habitats might come in overland, though they were equipped for mountains or desert, not jungle. Too slow. They needed something which could fly. What did they have?
The dipper could fly. A robot winged rocket, it dipped down into the atmosphere and oceans to gather air and water which the orbiting solar panels upstairs converted to hydrogen and oxygen, shuttle fuel.
Could he convert the dipper to a rescue craft? It could take twelve passengers, but hardly the cradle. It couldn�t hover, and had no landing gear. No hope. So they�d have to wait a week for a shuttle. Yeah. In another week, Suze will be dead. All four of them will be dead, his friends and shipmates. He needed to do something now, not next week.
The mistake they�d made from the beginning was thinking that since Amaterasu was like Earth in most things, it was like Earth in everything. Who�d have thought that trees would lie down, or that the needle bugs would take to the air? Amaterasu was not conventional.
He was conventional, too damned much so. He�d prepared for the wrong emergencies. Conventional thinking would kill him, and Suze, and Mara, and everyone. Now he had to break out of conventional thinking because nothing conventional would save them.
What was he overlooking? What resource did he have?

He glanced out of the transparent panels. The two shuttles had crumpled into a hopeless mass of wreckage. He could see their enormous fuel tanks through the shattered hull. Good thing those didn�t blow.
Automatically his mind registered that there was enough oxygen there for months. Hydrogen too. Maybe he could make a torch and bum out the damned bugs.
Hydrogen. Unbidden, a picture from a history vid came into his mind, the Graf Zeppelin, an enormous airship, a sky whale cruising over continents and oceans at a time when the average airplane could barely cross a state.
A great idea. But he would have to do a hell of a lot of work.

�You�re going to pump the entire cradle full of carbon dioxide?� Mara said. Her armored suit made her look enormous, buggy, like everything else on Amaterasu. Behind her, Orem could see four cocoons lying on metal shelves. One was Suze. �Why, may I ask?�
�To force out all the oxygen,� Orem said. �Carbon dioxide�s heavier. It will push the air out through the top of the dome. Then I�ll seal the dome, and pump in hydrogen, which is lighter, and it will push the carbon dioxide down out the bottom. Presto. We have the cradle full of pure hydrogen. No oxygen, no explosions. Trust me.�
�So you think we will fly?�
�We�ll float, like a balloon. I�ve done the calculations. Then the dipper�s going to come down and pick us up. Upstairs are already working on the reprogramming and modifications.
�So how do we transfer from here to the dipper?�
�That�s tricky.�
She sighed. �What�s Plan B?�
�We stay here and become nutrient for baby needle bugs.�

For the next few hours, the surviving crew worked as if their lives depended on it, which they did. With a great whooshing rush, the cradle filled with carbon dioxide, the air whistling out a hole in the dome. Standing at the hole, Orem monitored the flow, torch in hand in case of needle bugs.
Hearing a sudden scurrying, he turned. Needle bug, on the floor behind him, flipping over and over. He aimed the torch, then paused. What was the matter with it? Oh, obviously. Suffocating. Not even needle bugs could breath pure carbon dioxide. He torched it. Another, legs twitching, dropped from the ceiling. He torched it. They were everywhere, and he thought they�d all been driven outside. At least suffocating bugs didn�t sneak up on you, and as the expanding carbon dioxide chilled the fabric, the bugs on the outside dropped off. An unexpected bonus.
By afternoon, hydrogen had replaced the carbon dioxide. The cradle bulged upward like a mattress thrown over a barrel, tugging at the restraining cables with enough lift to spare. The balloon idea worked. But the midair transfer�he didn�t want to think about it.
�OK, upstairs. Launch the dipper. We�re coming up.�
�Got you. But about this midair thing. We�re wondering. We see favorable winds for maybe two days. Once in the air, you could drift towards the mountains. No needle bugs there. In about five days, we could pick you up with a shuttle.�
�Yes, and we�d have four people dead.� Orem�s mouth felt dry. �Mara says their condition is growing worse. Besides, the cradle is air-tight, but not hydrogen-tight. I doubt we�ll have that much time in the air. We�ve talked it over. We�ll risk the transfer. Besides, we�ve heard your weather predictions before.�
�OK. Good luck.�
Orem flipped on the intercom to warn Mara. �All full go up here.�
�Full go down here.�
�OK, hang on.� What was it they had said in the old Graf Zeppelin movie? �Up ship!�
Orem hit the controls to drop the restraining cables. The ground fell away. Strange. He felt little sense of movement. Things just got small. In minutes the leaning trees looked no bigger than his fingers, and soon they became an undifferentiated mass of grey green. Rivers gleamed like silver ribbons against the dark mass.
When the climb slowed, Orem turned on a guidance beam for the dipper, stuck a mini comm on his armor suit, then joined the others in the very bottom of the cradle. Packed in insulating foam, the four cocoons were held together by a metal frame. They looked almost festive with ten-meter long strips of white and orange fabric tied around their necks, waists, and feet. The rest of the crew, all in armor, had gathered every bit of equipment, supplies, and furniture they could tear loose from the cradle into one great junkpile.
�You guys ready?� Orem asked over the comm.
�As much as we�ll ever be,� Mara said. The others gave him a thumbs-up. In their armor, they looked more like machines than humans. Orem wished he could see their faces, shake their hands, exchange hugs.
Better just think about the transfer.
Orem opened a hatch on the bottom of the cradle. Far below, he could see the heavy reactor swinging from its long cable. Perfect ballast. On the mini-comm, Orem checked the mother ship for the position of the dipper. All full go.
�Orem, we�ve got you on radar. You�re climbing too slow.�
Orem looked down at the ground. They needed 4,000 meters for the midair transfer, and 5,000 would be better.
They weren�t getting it.
�Everybody! Lighten ship. Throw everything out. I mean everything.�
Working bucket brigade fashion, they dumped the junk, leaving a long trail of garbage behind. Just like tourists.
The cradle climbed faster.
�OK, this is, I think, it.� Orem said to the cradle team. �We want as much altitude as possible. The hydrogen lift will take us so far, but if we climb fast, the momentum we gain will carry us higher. We�ll meet the dipper at the top of the curve. Questions?�
For a few seconds, no one said anything. Then Mara spoke. �OK for that. Let�s have no sentimental slobbering. Orem, what�s next?�
�We tie on our superman capes.� Quickly all seven crew members tied on long orange and white ribbons.
�Orem, you�re slowing. You need another 2,000 meters,� said upstairs.
Orem cursed under his breath. The cradle leaked like a sieve. He�d underestimated the storm damage. Stupid, stupid, stupid.
�Everyone hang on. I�m dropping the reactor.�
�Orem,� Mara said. �We need power to keep the patients cold and to recycle our oxygen. You�ve dropped our supplies already, but we could still drift out of the bug area. If you drop the reactor, you�re committing us to the midair transfer. No choice.�
Orem�s mind whirled. Mara was asking, not telling. He had to choose.
Far below through the open hatch, he could see thin wisps of clouds and below them, the jungle floor. He took a deep breath, held it to calm his nerves, then let it out.
Clear your mind. Above all, don�t think about red highlights in brown hair, smooth skin, fingers tracing a line across your chest. Maybe they could drift and land in a river, float until the shuttles came. Did he have a right to risk seven healthy lives to save four dying ones? Maybe... No. No more maybes.
�Hang on, all!� He pushed button one on the mini comm, signaling the dipper upstairs. Then he pressed two, blowing the explosive bolts holding the reactor.
The cradle leaped for the sky so fast the wind whistled around it. Up, up, through the gleaming white wetness of clouds and into the blue.
Pain stabbed at Orem�s ears. Too bad they didn�t have pressure suits. The air was freezing.
For perhaps five minutes, the balloon climbed, then it slowed, and, fabric sagging like wet paper, drifted lazily.
�Still too low, Orem. Suggest you abort and land,� upstairs said.
�No. No choice now. We�re jumping.� In a way, Orem felt relief. No more decisions.
�OK, everybody,� he shouted. �Patients first, but we�re getting out.� He yanked the handle on the metal frame holding the cocoons. The frame flipped over, shooting the first cocoon down through the hatchway. Orem counted three seconds, then hit the handle again, repeating the procedure until all four cocoons were gone.
Then the six others jumped. Orem counted them off, then counted three seconds for himself. For a split second he paused. Far below he could see the mass of jungle. Here and there, wisps of white cloud blocked the view. On the far horizon, he could see mountains tipped with white, nearly invisible from the ground, but looking startingly near from up here. Just like Utah, he thought, and a sudden homesickness stabbed his heart. He wanted to show Suze the Great Salt Lake, take her hiking in the high Uintas, sit with her near Orem at sundown when the land darkened and the snow-capped peak of Mt. Timpanogas gleamed in the dying sunlight. He didn�t want to die. He didn�t want Suze to die, or anyone else.
He gritted his teeth, let go of his grip and stepped through the hatchway on to the open air.
Lightened, the cradle shot upwards, getting lots of altitude now that it did them no good.
He reached out, clutching the air with his hands like a sky diver, the long ribbons behind him flapping in his ears, hopefully slowing his fall. Far below, the four cocoons and the other crew hurtled down.
He twisted around to look at the western sky. Nothing. He looked the other way. Clouds, and lots more nothing.
�Where is the rocket?� he shouted.
Then he saw it, an arrowhead scratching a white line on the blue sky, intake scoop gaping open underneath.
�Hope you guys got those modifications right.�
The dipper screamed by, too fast. It circled, lifting its nose and extending its wings, throttling back, hanging on the air, getting every gram of lift.
It swept by underneath, catching the first cocoon in its intake scoop.
One down. Ten to go. Orem felt like shouting, singing. Now he wished they had labeled the cocoons. He had no idea which one was Suze.
The dipper flipped on its side, cutting a wide curve into the sky. Then it swooped back, snatching up cocoon number two.
It missed three, fluttering the long ribbons as it passed.
But it had the idea, now. Turning, it caught number three. Then it flew back and forth like a tractor plowing a field, collecting the other cocoon and the crew one by one.
Orem�s turn. A whirring sound. He glanced back just in time to see a needle bug glide by. Rather he glided by the needle bug, for he was going faster. He looked down, then froze. He could see each tree, each leaf, even the glittering little windows left by the leaf eaters.
�God, hurry, hurry.�
Lazily, the dipper flipped over, skidding through the sky like a skater on ice.
�Please, please.� Now Orem could see the pattern of the bark on the tree trunks. The dipper finished its turn and started a leisurely approach. The wind screamed by his armored suit.
�Faster, faster,� Orem pleaded as the dipper crawled around and vanished behind him.
Then a deafening bellow, and the lights went out. He smashed into a crash pad so hard it snapped his teeth together. An automatic door opened and a steel arm snatched him inside the dipper.
�You OK?� Mara kneeled over him. He was flat on his back and unable to speak.
For a second, he gasped for breath. Then the air came.
�Suze?�
�Good chance. They have a complete blood refresh ready upstairs. Everyone�s OK. Thanks to you.�
He closed his eyes. The dipper�s engines roared, lifting them away from Amaterasu.
�Orem, I was wondering?� said Mara, touching his glove.
�Yes?� Was even Mara getting sentimental?
�When the shuttles are ready, how long will it take you to get the cradle back in operation?�

Kent Patterson
1941�1995

Kent Patterson died following a heart attack at his home on March 14, 1995. Despite more than his fair share of hardships in his life, Kent always retained an upbeat attitude and sense of fun that might well inspire many with less cause for complaint. He enjoyed lighter-than-air craft, wheelchair basketball, chess, and beachcombing, and an impish sense of humor brightened his stories in Analog and in other publications such as Amazing, F&SF, and Pulphouse.
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