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        Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence.

        CARL SAGAN
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        If the Ark was ever found, it would not prove God false. It would only prove that history is older than we are allowed to remember.

        DR. DAMON BOYD, PRIVATE TRANSMISSION, 38PA
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      I was perplexed.

      The faceless head of my excavator bot stared at me, awaiting instructions. I wasn’t sure what to tell it to do. Should I have it dig out the artifact? That seemed possibly dangerous, as the excavator-class bot was designed for heavy lifting, digging, and crushing—the kind of work you do when mining ore. However, this was something that required finesse.

      The bot looked into the hole, then back at me, waiting.

      “Don’t touch that,” I instructed the bot, pointing at the boulder at the bottom of the hole.

      The bot looked at the object, its mapping lasers dancing over the artifact, then back at me. A green light illuminated where its mouth would be if it were a more humanoid bot back on Earth.

      The bots on this dig did not need faces or voices to emulate facial expressions or nuanced vocalizations. They were brutes, five meters tall, with four arms tipped with different tools, and feet that could bite into the unstable surface of the asteroid to support their position on the sometimes-shifting scree. Their faces were mirrored black panels, featureless except for an indicator light beneath the surface that they used to communicate essential information. Green means yes, go, good, understood, and safe. Red means no, stop, and danger. I often thought they resembled the green Martians from the John Carter of Mars series if those inhabitants of Barsoom had been faceless, imposing automatons. I always wondered if their designer was also a fan of Edgar Rice Burroughs.

      “EB-1066, confirm you understand my instructions,” I said.

      I wanted to ensure that the artifact would be protected until I could provide further instructions on how to extricate it from the boulder in which it was embedded, if that was necessary.

      The bot leaned its bulk ominously toward me and turned its head toward the boulder. With a long metal finger on its lower left arm, it pointed at the large rock. Looking back at me, the light flashed red, and the hulk shook its head jerkily, mimicking a human negation. I must admit that, as this was my first experience with this model of bot, the way it moved and communicated frightened me more than a little. However, it was clear it understood the command.

      “Good, now wait.”

      The bot returned to its full height, arms at its sides, and waited.

      I keyed broadcast communication to the group of scientists scattered over the nine square kilometers of asteroid 32 MU, also known as Mu.

      “Team. I am currently sampling metals in Zed-3, and I found something.”

      The bank of eleven green lights at the bottom of my visor lit up one by one, showing that the eleven geologists, biologists, astrophysicists, archaeologists, and paleontologists were ready to listen. It was bad protocol to transmit to everyone concurrently unless there was a reason. Point-to-point conversations were always happening, but when someone needed to “take the stage,” it was important that everyone tuned in.

      I examined the artifact and activated my multi-angle cameras to capture a three-dimensional image of the object embedded in the boulder. Immediately, two of the green lights on my visor began to flash, the equivalent of “raising your hand” in class.

      “DeMarcus,” I said, letting Dr. DeMarcus Walley into the conversation.

      “Uh, Raj, is that a bird?” DeMarcus asked in a tone of profound amazement. As one of two biologists on the project, Dr. Walley questioned why biologists would be needed on an excursion to a presumably dead chunk of rock. The ten-centimeter artifact of something with the appearance of an Earth bird had answered his question.

      “It’s something, but let’s not Terra-rize it just yet,” I replied. “Aliyah?”

      I muted Dr. Walley and let the lead geologist, Dr. Aliyah Manson, join the conversation.

      “It could be an accidental artifact of normal thermal action that tore this rock away from its home tens of thousands of years ago. Can you extract it?”

      “Not with Ten-Sixty-Six. This will need a finer touch, I think. However, it can carry the entire boulder to the lab, and then we can use more delicate tools to study it.”

      “I’ll meet you there,” Dr. Manson replied. “Shutting down operations in Zed-8.”

      One by one, the green lights extinguished as the team shut down their current efforts and returned to the hab, most of them riding comfortably in the arms of their bots. I had to hop the meandering two kilometers in 0.005g, as EB-1066 required all four of its arms to lift and carry the bulky boulder, one trudging step at a time. Had I not been tethered to Ten-Sixty-Six, I might have bounced myself into orbit as I was not accustomed to this type of excursion. As it was, I felt very nauseous when we finally crossed into Zed-5, the central zone where the hab was constructed.
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      The sun was rising over the edge of the crater that made up the valley around the dig site as Ten-Sixty-Six placed the boulder where I instructed, near the flexible neck of an airlock. It then joined the nine other bots that stood in a group looking at the rising sun.

      Their behavior seemed almost reverent, but it served a dual purpose; allowing the bots to recharge their solid-state batteries via solar radiation, and to report their status and receive instructions from Mother, the AI on Ceres that controlled all the industrial bots in this sector of The Belt.

      Inside the airlock, Dr. Walley was waiting for me, looking out of the portal at the bots standing at attention. I removed the bulky vacuum suit and put on my magnetic slippers, which kept us from colliding with the inside of the hab the way I had just bounced around outside.

      “That’s creepy as hell,” he said as I joined him at the window. “Like they’re worshipping some bot god.”

      “DeMarcus, why do you like to think of them as life forms?” I asked, teasing at the tendency of some scientists to apply their field of study to everything they encounter.

      DeMarcus looked at me. “You don’t?”

      “Well, as a geologist, I see them as tools for digging holes and lifting heavy things,” I replied. “Built the way they are, I’d be terrified if they had any intelligence. Let’s go look at that rock.”

      The rock turned out to be much like all the others on Mu. Metals. Non-metals. Frozen gaseous compounds. A smidge of water. Standard elements had been pulled together through fusion, gravity, and the various forces of physics to create a solid chunk of material on an otherwise unremarkable asteroid. The team sent spider bots to carve out pieces of the boulder surrounding the artifact without disturbing the margins around the bird-like structure.

      After several hours of initial study, Dr. Damon Boyd, the lead scientist on the project, called everyone to the kitchen to report their findings over reconstituted protein packets and recycled water.

      Dr. Boyd tapped his spork on the counter to interrupt the growing din of crosstalk between individuals.

      “Okay, let’s get this mind dump rolling.”

      He looked at the ceiling as if talking to the structure, although the ears of the hab’s AI were in the walls.

      “Begin recording mission log: Project ARC-AD2109PA75-Mu-Proper. Damon Boyd, Project Lead.”

      The others quieted, the usual rustle of meal pouches and utensils fading as the recording lights blinked on every wall.

      “I know you haven’t had much time,” he said, assuring the team that their first findings wouldn’t be their final thesis. “But let’s open our minds and determine what we have here before we report anything to—” He waved his spork at the ceiling, referring to the project leadership on faraway Pallas.

      DeMarcus smirked. “Still wondering why we needed two biologists on this dead rock.”

      Boyd didn’t look up. “Because this isn’t a mining survey, DeMarcus. It’s Allied Research Coalition work and the charter says all disciplines share findings. Even the useless ones.”

      Laughter broke the tension, and the recording light continued to blink.

      The biology team reported that the material contained nothing resembling anything humans consider life. They needed to qualify their findings as they reminded us that “we Earth-types have a very limited definition of what life is.” The gist was that there were no amino acids or other organic compounds that might indicate the presence of, or potential for, life as we know it.

      My geology team reported that the material was only interesting in the quantity and variety of metals contained within, as well as the unexpected crystalline structures of some non-metals. We attributed this to the possible result of being created in the vacuum of space after being superheated in a massive explosion. The kind of event one might expect during the disintegration of a planetoid under the persistent gravity of nearby Jupiter, although further study would be needed.

      Like the biologists, the paleontology team
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