
        
            [image: cover]
        

    


Miranda and the Space Pirates

or

How Haven Rock Was Saved



by Mike Combs


mikecombs@aol.com

Copyright © 1997






* * *

To the real Miranda. May your life be as
rich in adventure as your fictional counterpart.

But most importantly, may your future be as unbounded in
opportunity as hers.

* * *


 


November 15th, 2096:
Daddy's as mad as I think I've ever seen him.

He's gotten himself that way watching the news on TV
about the Cosmic Children Cult. We try to be open to people of
different religions here in New Brazil (we're one of the older
habitats in the standard High Earth Orbit about halfway between the
Earth and Lunar Orbit). The Cosmic Children were immigrants from
Earth who told us they were facing persecution there. We opened our
doors to them, and tried to benignly ignore the nuttier parts of
their religion.

Then it turned out one of the tenets of their
religion was adult-child sex. Practically every member of the group
was now up on child molestation charges. Daddy's been trying to
shield me from this a bit because he doesn't think his daughter
knows anything about sex, much less pedophillia. But I'm not just a
stupid kid anymore.

But it wasn't just the cultists which had Daddy
riled. It was the spokesperson for the Ethical Fairness Authority
on television telling us all we can't judge the Cosmic Children by
our standards of ethics. He said the cultists had their own
standard of ethics which they lived by, and which we had to
respect. I thought it was a pretty sure bet he didn't have a young
daughter living in New Brazil.

But Daddy did, so he saw things differently than the
EFA. He hated the Ethical Fairness Authority because despite the
fact "ethical" is in their title, they don't believe in absolute
ethics. They say concepts of morality differ from society to
society, from habitat to habitat, and although they don't attempt
to impose any kind of "arbitrary system of ethics" on anyone, still
insist that all ethical systems have a "component of fairness" to
them. I notice "fair" pretty much seems to match up with whatever
they happen to think is right. They call themselves "ethical
relativists", but Daddy calls them "reprobates".

You have to understand, Daddy and Momma are very
religious, and belong to one of the older religions which began
back on Earth before the Breakout into space. Now the EFA was
starting to meddle around in our church, and this had Daddy up in
arms. The EFA was setting up an "advisory board" for our Sunday
schools. Seems there were some things about our classes which had
them bugged.

For example, they noted that Jesus had these
thirteen disciples, but none of them were women. To them, this was
sexism on Jesus' part. Then they went on about how the New
Testament treated the handicapped as people who needed to be healed
by Jesus right away, instead of "vital citizens with a valid
contribution to make to society". But they were even more down on
the Old Testament. They considered some of the passages about the
Jews being God's chosen people, and the admonitions to destroy the
enemy down to the women, children, and cattle, as "blatant racism
with advocacy of genocide". I thought this was silly because nobody
in our church was even Jewish as far as I knew, and we considered
Jesus' gift of salvation to be available to all people of all
races.

The elders of the church were telling the Ethical
Fairness Authority that they couldn't simply change the Scriptures
because they were the sacred word of God. But this didn't seem to
have any meaning to the EFA. They seemed to view our religion as a
convenient mythology which we had created for ourselves, and could
just as easily re-write to make them happy.

Daddy railed on about it at least once a week. He
was a man of deep religious beliefs, and so was very much in favor
of maintaining the separation of Church and State. He'd just about
had enough, and the EFA apologizing for a bunch of child molesters
was the last straw.

"I tell you Momma," he said, "There's a stinking
decay creeping up on our culture. Its origins are Earth. For our
ancestors, leaving Earth was enough to get away from it. But now
High Earth Orbit is getting just as corrupt and regimented and
freedom-killing as Earth." He stopped to take a breath and come to
a decision. "It's time to move on, time to get even further away
from this stinking mess."

"What are you advocating," Momma asked, "Packing up
the family, and moving out to L-5?"

"Oh heck, that's no better. Both Lagrange points are
just as morally far gone as our orbit nowadays." He had a gleam in
his eye. "No, I'm thinking much further away. I'm thinking the
Belt."

"The Belt!" Wilbur whooped (Wilbur is my little
brother). "Cooool!! We can be Belt miners!!!"

"Daddy, we can't go to the Belt!" I cried. "There's
hardly anybody out there! I wouldn't have any friends!"

"Hush, Miranda," Momma said. "Grown-up talk."

"No, Honey," Daddy said, "The children need to join
this conversation too. After all, it is their future we're
talking about. Heck, they're the reason I want to do this. If it
was just you and me, Hon, I'd say let's just tough it out 'till our
time is past. But I don't want our children growing up in this kind
of society. I want them to have the freedom to live as they choose,
the way our pioneering ancestors did when they left Earth in the
first place. It's time to spread out again."

"Daddy, you can't be serious about this," Momma
said. "What in the System would we do for a living in the asteroid
belt?"

"Hey, like Wilbur said, we become asteroid miners. I
don't know whether you've noticed or not, but all the
Earth-approaching asteroids are starting to get mined out, at least
where hydrogen is concerned. The ice mine at the lunar South Pole
has been a ghost-town for years now. The price of hydrogen keeps
going up. Importing it from Phobos has even become profitable.
We'll mine hydrogen, and send it back to the Inner System.

"But that's only half of it," Daddy continued with
enthusiasm. "We'll also build habitats out there, and sell lots to
immigrants. Believe me, we're not the only ones getting sick of the
situation here. There're lots of others who feel the same way we
do, and there'll be more as the years go on. If we Anderson's
become one of the founding fathers of the new communities out in
the Belt, we'll be set for life, not to mention free to do what we
want, and worship however we choose."

"I don't see our family being able to mount this
type of venture," Momma protested.

"Well, we wouldn't do it all by ourselves," Daddy
said. "We get together with three or four other families, and pool
our capital. We can make this work."

Not for the first time, I wished I went to public
school. Then I could use school as an objection to this crazy idea.
But Wilbur and I have been getting home-schooled by Momma all our
lives. Our parents don't care for all that New Age junk the public
schools are teaching now.

"We'll discuss this some more later," Momma said
diplomatically.

But I was already getting scared. Daddy had that
look in his eye. I knew he was a determined man, and wouldn't give
up until he'd made this dream of his a reality. But his dream meant
all of us saying good-bye to our friends, no doubt forever, to go
live in a barren, rocky wilderness. He couldn't be serious.

April 10th, 2097:
Daddy's serious. He has the rest of the Anderson clan talked into
his dream, and even got the Bowman's, the Tanaka's, and the
Franklin's roped into this. He's bought a fifteen-year-old
passenger transport with our combined family fortunes. Today he got
us all together on a shuttle to show us the ship coming into
dock.

He's named the ship the William Penn. I've
seen lots of intercolonial transports, and planetary exploration
craft. I even like to build models of them. But I've never seen
anything like this.
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It's a mass-driver ship, so it's a thin, spindly,
lattice-like structure three and a half kilometers long. Hundreds
of rectangular solar arrays jut out above and below. As the
tail-end of the ship passed by, I could see the exhaust putting
out. The mass-driver was using liquefied oxygen for reaction mass
(it's dirt cheap, and vaporizes on release so it doesn't create a
hazard for anyone). I could see the little puffs of evaporating
oxygen coming out the tail, flashing like a strobe light on one of
its lower settings.

As over three kilometers of guide-wire-encased
mass-driver passed by, I could see that in the gaps between the
solar arrays were pill-shaped oxygen tanks, tanks for other
liquids, and boxy cargo modules. The mass-driver engine was so long
and slender that lots of the load had to be distributed along its
length just so it wouldn't buckle under power.

The ship was continually slowing, so it seemed to
take forever for the front end to come into view. There were two
pairs of habitation spheres on long spokes, counter-rotating for
artificial gravity. Imagine a baton twirler who's such hot stuff
that she can not only twirl two batons in one hand, but keep them
spinning in opposite directions, and you begin to see the setup.
Now put baseballs on the ends of each baton, and you get the
picture.

I was appalled at the small size of the four
habitation spheres. Each only looked to be about four or five
stories tall. There were four families involved in this nutty
scheme. Were we supposed to spend a year and a half cooped up in
one of those tiny balls? This is crazy. But there's no way Daddy's
going to get talked out of it at this point.

I took a quick census of the other youngsters among
our four clans. Aside from a couple of nineteen-year-olds, they're
all either babies or toddlers. There's no one here my age.

I floated over to my Uncle Wes for a hug and some
reassurance. I love Uncle Wes. He has my daddy's same jet-black
hair, big chin, and broad shoulders, although he's a bit shorter. A
bit younger too. He told me not to worry, and that soon there'll
lots of kids my age in the Belt.

"And when you're one of the first," he said, "You
get to be their queen."

Miranda Anderson, Queen of the Belt.

October 15th, 2097:
Tomorrow is the launch window for the asteroid Daddy and Uncle Wes
have chosen: 2053TAH. I spent most of the day saying good-bye to my
friends, and crying a lot.

In the afternoon, I went outside to get one last
good look at my home.

New Brazil was one of the first Model Three Bernal
Spheres. Model Three's are over six kilometers in diameter, so
there's a blue sky overhead, and natural rainfall. Today it was
partly cloudy, but through gaps in the clouds I could still see the
far side of the habitat straight overhead. Only you can't see much
at that distance except the equatorial lakes.

The climate is what they call South American: warm
and sunny most the year. Since New Brazil is one of the older
habitats, our trees are good and tall; great for climbing. It
bothered me to think that we were heading to a place with no trees,
and no clouds.

This "pioneering the far frontier" junk was for the
birds. People should just stay where they're at.

October 16th, 2097:
Today we undocked, and left New Brazil. Our acceleration is
continuous, but it's only around one-twentieth of a G, so we'll
spend over a month just spiraling up away from the Earth. Then it's
a seventeen-month-long half-spiral to a bunch of dead, drifting
rocks. I can hardly wait.

October 18th, 2097: I
found out to my horror today that ship-board life is going to be
more than just school once a day. Momma put me in charge of the
Animals Deck. Which means lots of feeding, but even more hauling
away poop to the greenhouse. At least we don't have cows or horses
on board (they're still frozen embryos at this point), but there're
tons of goats, chickens, geese, and rabbits. And every one of them
drop their own distinctive variety of poop.

Wilbur (the insufferable little twerp) got dock
maintenance detail. At the axis of the William Penn (up on
the very front) is a spherical docking bay. Uncle Wes is in charge
of keeping it and the space craft there ship-shape, and Wilbur's
his assistant.

That's the work that, by all rights, I should've
gotten. Not only would it have been nice to work with Uncle Wes,
but I know more about the ships we have on board than goofy little
Wilbur ever will.

There are three Star Darters. When I first heard the
name, I expected something sleek and streamlined, and was
disappointed to see these boxy little things about the size of a
minivan. There were also seven EVA repair pods; both piloted and
remote-controlled. Wilbur gets to tinker with this kind of hardware
while I get to haul away poop for stupid geese who peck at me.

I complained to Momma that Wil and I got each
other's assignment. She kept telling me the work I'm doing is
important, and if it's not done right, the life-support system will
get messed up. She thought between Wilbur and myself, I was the one
with the maturity to handle a job this important.

Life stinks, but nowhere more so than on the Animals
Deck.

November 20th, 2097:
Well, we had a bit of excitement today!

Today was the day we crossed the orbit of the moon.
I was on the Animals Deck feeding the turkeys when suddenly there
was a distant "whump" sound.

Then all the lights went out.

As a shudder passed through the deck, the turkeys
began to squawk. I decided to just stand still and wait. The
emergency lights were always supposed to come on if a power failure
lasted more than a few seconds.

I was startled by a much closer sound: a muffled
crack. Then came a sound which no one traveling in space likes to
hear: the sound of air rushing out a pressurized compartment. The
low-pitched roar only lasted a few seconds before becoming too soft
to hear.

Then the emergency lights came on, thank Heavens. I
dumped the feed bucket down in front of the turkeys, and
immediately started making my way to the Bridge. I knew better than
to expect the elevators to be working, and headed straight to the
ladder.

It was emergency lighting on the Bridge too. Momma
and Daddy were there. They were trying to find out what'd happened,
but, since all the instrumentation was deader than a doornail, were
having no luck. I came up beside Momma, and she put one arm around
me.

"Daddy
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The End


* * *
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