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Halo by Charles Stross

The agteroid isrunning Barney: it sngs of love on the high
frontier, of the passion of matter for replicators, and itsfriendship
for the needy hillions of the Pacific Rim. "I loveyou," it croonsin
Amber? searsas she seeksaprecisefix onit: "let megiveyou a
bighug. .. ."

A fraction of alight-second away, Amber locks a cluster of
cursorstogether on the sgnd, trainsthem to track its Doppler
shift, and reads off the orbital e ements. "L ocked and |oaded,"
she mutters. The animated purple dinosaur pirouettes and
prancesin the middle of her viewport, throwing a
diamond-tipped swizzle-stick overhead. Sarcadticdly: "big hug
time! | got asteroid!” Cold gas thrusters bang somewhere behind
her in theinterstage docking ring, prodding the cumbersome farm
ship round to orient on the Barney rock. She damps her
enthusiasm sdlf-conscioudy, her implants hungrily sequestrating
surplus neurotransmitter molecules floating around her synapses
before reuptake setsin: it doesn? t do to get too excited in free
flight. But the impulse to spin handstands, jump and Sing, istill
therer it? sher rock, and it loves her, and she? sgoing to bring it
tolife

The workspace of Amber? sroom isamass of stuff that
probably doesn? t belong on a space ship. Posters of the latest

L ebanese boy-band bump-and-grind through their glam routines;
tentacular restraining straps wave from the corners of her
deegping bag, somehow accumulating acrust of dirty clothing
fromtheair like agiant inanimate hydra. (Cleaning robots seldom
dareto venture inside the teenager? sbedroom.) Onewall is
repegatedly cycling through asmulation of the projected
congtruction cycle of Habitat One, abig fuzzy spherewith a
glowing core (that Amber isdoing her bit to help create): three or
four small pastel-colored plastic kawai dolls stalk each other
acrossits circumference with million-kilometer strides. And her
father? scat is curled up between the aircon duct and her
costume locker, snoring in ahigh-pitched tone.

Amber yanks open the faded velour curtain that shuts her room
off fromtherest of the hive: "1? ve got it!" she shouts. "1t? sdl
minel | rulel” It? sthe sixteenth rock tagged by the orphanage so
far, but it? s her first, and that makesit specid. She bounces off
the other side of the commons, surprising one of Oscar? scane
toads? which should belocked down in thefarm, it? snot clear
how it got here? and the audio repeaters copy theincoming
sgnd, noise-fuzzed echoes of athousand fosslized infant? s
video shows.

"You? re so prompt, Amber," Pierre whines when she corners
him in the canteen.

"WEell, yeah!" She tosses her head, barely concedling asmirk of
delight a her own brilliance. Sheknowsit isn? t nice, but Mom is
along way away, and Dad and Step-Mom don? t care about
that kind of thing. "1? m brilliant, me!" she announces. "Now
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