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“The Asteroid Miner’s Child” 
The Asteroid Miner's Child
(3140 words)

In the High and Far-Off times, the Asteroid Miner, O Best Beloved, had no wings.  He had only a tiny, stunted bioelectrical aura that he could crudely manipulate after intense training, and that could be photographed under certain circumstances, and he certainly couldn't fly with it.  But there was one Miner--a new Miner-- an Asteroid Miner's Child--who was full of 'satiable curiosity, and that means he asked ever so many questions.  And he lived in Ceres, and he filled all of Ceres' interior with his 'satiable curiosity about asteroid life, because he chafed at his confinement, and longed to be able to roam on his own, as he had heard the children of Earth were wont to do.  
He asked his tall aunt, the Atmosphere Systems Specialist, why her algae farms made oxygen just so, and his tall aunt the Atmosphere Systems Specialist sadly spanked him for his ignorance with her shimmery green hand.  He asked his reflective uncle the Surface Integrity Monitor why his mirrored skin was pitted with micro-craters, and his reflective uncle the Surface Integrity Monitor regretfully spanked him with his hard artificial hand.  And still he was full of 'satiable curiosity!  He asked his wet aunt, the Water Resources Chief, why he could only shower once a week, and his wet aunt the Water Resources Chief guiltily spanked him with her well-hydrated hand.  He asked his dirty uncle, the Solid Resources Recycler why the yeast protein's taste had a faint hint of sweat, and his dirty uncle resentfully spanked him with his filthy, dirty, hand.  And still he was full of 'satiable curiosity.  He asked questions about everything that he saw, or heard, or felt, or smelt, or touched, and all his uncles and aunts spanked him.  And still he was full of 'satiable curiosity.
	
	One fine axial rotation, in the middle of the Precession of the Spindle, this 'satiable Asteroid Miner's Child asked a new fine question that he had never asked before.  He asked, "What does the Pneuferatu eat for dinner?"  Then everybody said, "Hush!" in a loud and dreadful tone, and they spanked him immediately and directly, without stopping, for a long time.
	By and by, when that was finished, he came upon an avatar of the habitat's limited AI, sitting in the middle of the main garden's apple tree, and he said 
"My father has spanked me, and my mother has spanked me; all my aunts and uncles have spanked me for my 'satiable curiosity, and still I want to know what the Pneuferatu has for dinner!"
	Then the habitat's limited AI said, after a blurring squeal of machine language, 
	"Go to the central carbonaceous chondrite in Jupiter's L5 point, all set about with a halo of ferric oxides, and find out."
	That very next morning, when the Spindle had equilibrated, because the Precession had preceded according to precedent, this 'satiable Asteroid Miner's Child strapped to the outside of a prospector sled a hundred bottles of hydrogen peroxide fuel, (the large silver kind) a hundred pounds of food bars (the dense boring kind) and a hundred battery packs for his life support system (the lithium ion kind) and said to all his dear families, 
"Good-bye.  I am going to the central carbonaceous chondrite in Jupiter's L5 point, all set about with a halo of ferric oxides, to find out what the Pneuferatu has for dinner."  And they all spanked him once more for luck, though he asked them most politely to stop.
	Then he went away, a little warm, but not at all astonished, eating food bars, and ejecting the wrappers from the waste airlock, so as to save on Delta-vee.
	He lit his sled's fusion motor, and moved on the pillar of its flame in one long burn from Ceres to Vesta, jettisoning fuel bottles and batteries as he exhausted them, because he didn’t want the extra mass.  From Vesta he moved on toward Hygiea for a gravity slingshot course change, and he took the opportunity to give himself a sponge bath.  After Hygiea, he anchored himself briefly in the shadow of Pallas to shield himself from a solar flare his instruments had detected, and finally, he was forced to orbit seven times around Hektor before he was able to get a viable course for Jupiter's L5 point, where he found a large carbonaceous chondrite, all set about with a halo of ferric oxides, precisely as Ceres’ AI had said.
	Now, you must know and understand, O Best Beloved, that until that very Earth-normal Week, and day and hour and minute, this 'satiable Miner's Child had never seen a Pneuferatu, and did not know what one was like.  It was all his 'satiable curiosity.  The first thing he found, as he EVA'ed from his sled in his pressure suit, was an Iron-Prospecting Autonomous Moravec Robot, tethered to a rock outcropping.	"’Scuse me", said the Miner's Child most politely, "but have you seen such a thing as a Pneuferatu in these promiscuous parts?"
	"Have I seen a Pneuferatu?" said the Iron-Prospecting Moravec Robot, in a voice of dreadful scorn.  "What will you ask me next?"
	" 'Scuse me," said the Asteroid Miner's Child, "But could you tell me what he has for dinner?"
	Then the Iron-Prospecting Moravec Robot uncoiled its tether from around the rock very quickly, and spanked the Miner' s Child with his electromagnetic, cybernetic, grapple.
	"That is odd, said the Asteroid Miner's Child, "because my father and my mother, and uncle and my aunt, not to mention my other aunt, the Water Resources Chief, and my other uncle, the Solid Resources Recycler, have all spanked me for my 'satiable curiosity, and I suppose this is the same thing."
	So he said good bye to the Iron-Prospecting Moravec Robot, and helped him to coil his tether around the rock again, and went on, a little warm, but not at all surprised, eating food bars, and throwing the wrappers about, because he couldn't afford to carry the extra mass back with him if it was at all possible, until he trod on what he thought was a shadow, in a hollow near the terminator of the carbonaceous chondrite at Jupiter's L5 point, all surrounded by a halo of ferric oxides.
	But it was really the Pneuferatu, O Best Beloved, and the Pneuferatu winked one eye -- like this!
	"'Scuse me," said the Asteroid Miner' s Child most politely, "but do you happen to have seen a Pneuferatu in these promiscuous parts?"
Then the Pneuferatu winked a second eye, and lifted half its inky penumbra in a tendril from the shadow at the base of the hollow; and the Asteroid Miner's child stepped back most politely, because he did not wish to be spanked again.
	"Come hither, Little One,” said the Pneuferatu.  "Why do you ask such things?"
	" 'Scuse me," said the Asteroid Miner's Child most politely, "but my father has spanked me, and my mother has spanked me, not to mention my shimmery green aunt, the Oxygen Systems Specialist, and my reflective Uncle, the Surface Integrity Monitor, who can hit ever so hard, as well as my wet Aunt, the Water Systems Specialist, and my filthy Uncle the Solid Waste Recycler, and including the Iron Prospecting Moravec Robot with the long magnetic grapples, just over the horizon, who spanks harder than any  of them, and so if it's quite all the same to you, I don't want to be spanked any more.
	"Come hither, Little One," said the Pneuferatu, "for I am the Pneuferatu." And he exhaled pneuma-radiance to show it was quite true.
	Then the Asteroid Miner's Child grew all breathless, and panted, so that he had to stop and adjust his CO2 / N2 balance, and he dropped to his knees in the hollow in the asteroid, and said, "You are the very person I have been looking for all these long days.  Will you please tell me what you have for dinner?"
	"Come here, Little One, "said the Pneuferatu, "and I'll show you."
	Then the Asteroid Miner's Child put his helmeted head down close to the Pneuferatu's vaporous, amorphous, not-quite-physical mouth, and the Pneuferatu caught him by his little aura, which up to that very Earth-standard week, day, hour, and minute, had extended no further from his body than a millimeter, and been utterly useless.
	"I think," said the Pneuferatu, and he said it with his mind, like this, "I think today I will begin with Asteroid Miner's Child!"
	At this, O Best Beloved, the Asteroid Miner’s Child was greatly terrified, and he wanted to shout, "Let go of me!” but instead could only scream silently as his soul began to be pulled right out of his body.
	Then the Iron Prospecting Moravec Robot uncoiled itself from its boulder, and said, "My young friend, if you do not now, immediately and instantly, pull as hard as you ever can, it is my opinion that your acquaintance in the fuliginous cloak, (and by this he meant the Pneuferatu)  "will consume your very essence before you can say 'Jack Robinson.'"
	This is the way Iron-Prospecting Moravec Robots always talk.
	Then the Asteroid Miner's Child sat back onto the heavily reinforced and insulated seat of his pressure suit, braced the corrugated soles of his boots in the regolith, and pulled, and pulled, and pulled, and his aura began to stretch.  And the Pneuferatu floundered in the dust, stirring it with great beats of his wings into vast clouds that hung motionless in the microgravity, and he pulled, and pulled, and pulled.
	And the Asteroid Miner's Child's aura kept on stretching; and then the Asteroid Miner's Child grabbed onto the rocks with his hands as well as his feet, and pulled, and pulled, and pulled, and his aura kept on stretching; and the Pneuferatu beat his wings like a hummingbird, making the ether boil, and he pulled, and pulled, and pulled, and at each pull the Asteroid Miner's Child's aura grew longer and larger, and it hurt him hideously, with a pain he hadn't known he could feel.
	Then the Asteroid Miner's Child felt his legs slipping, and he shouted out, wide-spectrum broadcasting on all emergency channels, 
	"I can't hold on much longer!"
	Then the Iron Prospecting Moravec Robot came from over the horizon, and knotted his tether around a rock, and tuned both of his electromagnetic grapples to the frequency of the Asteroid Miner's Child's aura, and said, "Rash and inexperienced traveler, we will now seriously devote ourselves to a little high tension, because if we do not, it is my impression that yonder soul-devouring pseudo-material parasite with the obsidian mantle" (and by this, O Best Beloved, he meant the Pneuferatu), "will permanently vitiate your future career."
	That is the way all Iron-Prospecting Moravec Robots always talk.
	So he pulled, and the Asteroid Miner's Child pulled, and the Pneuferatu pulled; but the Asteroid Miner's Child and the Iron Prospecting Moravec Robot pulled hardest; and at last the Pneuferatu let go of the Asteroid Miner's Child's aura, and fled with a soundless wail that reverberated throughout the welkin.
	Then the Asteroid Miner's Child sat down most hard and sudden; but first he was careful to say "Thank you" to the Iron Prospecting Moravec Robot; and next he was kind to his poor pulled aura, initiating a full neurological diagnostic on his pressure suit's autodoc.
	"What are you doing that for?" said the Iron Prospecting Moravec Robot.
	" 'Scuse me," said the Asteroid Miner's Child, "but my aura is badly out of shape, and I am waiting for it to shrink."
	"Then you will have to wait a long time," said the Iron Prospecting Moravec Robot.  "Some people do not know what is good for them."
	The suit's medical functions had no effect, and so the Asteroid Miner' s Child returned to his prospecting sled and engaged its larger autodoc.  He sat there within it for three days waiting for his aura to shrink.  But it never grew any smaller, and besides, it made him itch.  For, O Best Beloved, you will see and understand that the Pneuferatu had pulled it out into a really truly pair of electromagnetic wings such as all Asteroid Miners have today.
	At the end of the third day, the Asteroid Miner's Child was growing very hungry, for he was out of food bars, and before he knew what it was he was doing, he reached out with the wings of his aura and diverted a stream of solar photons and cosmic rays through it so that they piggy-backed onto the electron transport chain within his mitochondria and fueled his metabolism.
	" 'Vantage number one!" said the Iron-Prospecting Moravec Robot, who had been waiting nearby.  "You couldn't have done that with your stunted runt of an aura.  Try to recharge your suit's batteries now."
	Before he thought what he was doing, the Asteroid' Miner's Child retuned his wings, and channeled energy straight into the terminals of his lithium ion batteries, topping them up to full.
	" 'Vantage number two!" said the Iron-Prospecting Moravec Robot. "You couldn't have done that with a stunted runt of an aura.  Don't you think it might be nice to be able to explore this or neighboring asteroids without being shackled to your prospecting sled?"
	"It would be," said the Asteroid Miner' s Child, and before he thought what he was doing, he flared his wings out as wide as they could reach, framing his body with a subtle, luminescent glow that spread almost as far as he could see, so that he looked like nothing so much as an angel, and the wings bit into the photon flux of the solar wind, lifting him off his feet, away from the surface of the asteroid.  He beat them powerfully, then held them in smooth curves, tacking back and forth, circling the asteroid, first slowly and then more quickly, until he lit at last next to his prospecting sled with an enormous grin on his face.
	" 'Vantage number three!" said the Iron-Prospecting Moravec Robot.  "You certainly couldn't have done that with your old stunted runt of an aura.  Now how do you feel about living confined inside an asteroid again?"
	" 'Scuse me," said the Asteroid Miner's Child.  "But I should not like it at all."
	"How would you like to live free, out in space, going where you like, virtually unconstrained by the need for food, water, or energy?" said the Iron-Prospecting Moravec Robot.
	"I should like it very much indeed,” said the Asteroid Miner’s Child.
	"Well," said the Iron-Prospecting Moravec Robot, "I think you will find those new wings of yours very useful for living autonomously in space."
	"Thank you, said the Asteroid Miner' s Child, "I'll remember that; and now I think I'll go home to all my dear families and try."
	So the Asteroid Miner's Child left his sled where it lay, and went home across the Asteroid Belt, flapping and beating and soaring on his wings.  When he needed food and water to keep himself alive, he used his wings to fuel his metabolic demands, and to retain, purify and reuse the water he was exhaling, instead of having to carry bulky food bars and water recyclers with him.  When he needed electricity to power his suit's other functions, he funneled charged particles directly from his wings to his suit's circuits.  When high-energy cosmic particles came sleeting in from a solar flare or a distant gamma ray burst, he channeled the magnetic flux of his wings to repel them.  
	He took his time going home, seeing the sights, just to make sure that the Iron-Prospecting Moravec Robot had spoken the truth about his new wings letting him live on his own out in space; and on his trip back he made sure to collect all of the fuel canisters, batteries and food wrappers he had jettisoned on his way to the asteroid --for he was a Tidy Excavator.
	Eventually, he returned home to Ceres and all his dear families, and he folded up his wings so they were invisible, and waited outside the main airlock for them.  When they arrived to see who it was, he said "How do you do?"  They were very glad to see him, and immediately said, “Come back inside at once, and be spanked for your insatiable curiosity.” 
	"Pooh." said the Asteroid Miner's Child, "I don't think that you people know anything at all about living in space, but I do, and I'll show you."
	And with that, he spread his wings, and flew off to do loops and rolls around the view port.  His family was so astonished that for a time they could only gape through the glasteel at him, but eventually they got their cumbersome suits on and stood outside wondering at him.
	“Where did you get those wings?" they said to him longingly.
	"I got them from the Pneuferatu on the surface of the carbonaceous chondrite at Jupiter's L5 point, all surrounded by a halo of ferric oxides." said the Asteroid Miner's Child.  "I asked him what he had for dinner and he gave me these to keep."
	"It's the most beautiful thing I've ever seen," said his reflective uncle, the Surface Integrity Monitor.
"Not only is it beautiful," said the Asteroid Miner's Child, "but it's very useful." and he caught his reflective uncle, the Surface Integrity Monitor under his arms and swooped away with him to do a surface inspection, just as meticulous as one done on foot, but even faster than his uncle could have ever done from a sled.
	Then that wonderful Asteroid Miner's child flew with all his families, one by one, for a long time, until they were greatly astonished and very jealous.  He showed his tall aunt, the Oxygen Systems Specialist, how with his new wings he'd need a much smaller volume of her algae to survive.  He showed his wet aunt, the Water Resources Chief, how he could now repurify his own water almost indefinitely.  He demonstrated to his dirty uncle, the Solid Resources Recycler how now he really only needed to eat for taste and pleasure, instead of calories, and he insisted that they take the Turing shackles off of the habitat's AI.
	At last, things grew so exciting that his dear families went off one by one in a hurry to the carbonaceous chondrite at Jupiter's L5 point, all surrounded by a halo of ferric oxides, to borrow new aura-wings from the Pneuferatu.  When they came back, no one needed to live inside asteroids anymore unless they wanted to, and nobody spanked anybody anymore; and ever since that day, O Best Beloved, all the Asteroid Miners you will ever see, besides all those that you won't, have wings precisely like the wings of the insatiable Asteroid Miner's Child.










