Per ceptual Set

by Janes Van Pelt

The interpretation of indirect evidence may say as much about the observer as
about the observed.

Margo said, “If you really want to know how a man will treat you, watch how he
eats his cheesecake.”

Janet poked at her dessert. “That's ridiculous.” The second shift filled the
cafeteria. Fromtheir table near the wall, the narrow roomcurved up to the
other end as it followed the m ning and processing ship's long arc, but
Janet's attention was on Crew Chief Alec Maier. She noted he'd chosen the
cheesecake too, but he ignored it as he listened to a pair of his mners
argui ng about relief tine and conmpensation for |ost work. He never gl anced her

way.
Janet put her fork down in disgust. “You can't nmake a decent cheesecake with
rehydrated dairy products. | should have had lunch in my quarters.”

“Did you get new scans on the Gargoyl e?”

“Where did you get that nanme?” Janet whispered. “A Strieberist will hear you,
and I'lIl be fending off mssionaries again.”

“Nut cases. If they had their way, we'd give up on the whole ark project and
wait for rescue instead.”

Janet remenbered how the recruiters sold her on graphic presentations of the
ark ships heading for the stars, fleeing the nutagen-w acked Earth, packed
fromend to end with everything necessary to col oni ze di stant distant pl anets.
W thout the asteroid-mning projects, the arks would never be built. They had
needed her cartography skills, and now she was the go-to person in the

depart ment .

“Maybe, but they see alien fingerprints on everything. | don't care what the
conpany says about hiring diversity. They nmake ny life m serable. You're not
supposed to know anyt hing about it anyway. It's secret,” Janet said.

Margo di pped a piece of bread into her coffee cup, then popped it into her
mout h. “People talk to ne. I'mthe therapist.” Like nost of the crew, she'd

| ong ago given up on the regul ation work cl othes, wearing instead a | oose tee
shirt and shorts. Her hair was a cl ose-cropped brown that matched her dark
eyes. She grinned while chewing. The only tine Janet saw her with a serious
expressi on was when she studi ed psychiatric profiles. Then, her brow would
wri nkl e and she'd push her fingers into her cheeks as if trying to squeeze
under st andi ng out of herself. “So, is it an alien space station?”

Janet thought about not answering, but Margo's security cl earance was higher
than hers, and if she really wanted to know, there'd be little Janet could do
to stop her. “No, but it's darned weird. The clearer the scan, the nore it

| ooks like a head to ne, just like the Ceres flyby recorded.” The first clear
phot os showed a face on the asteroid. At first it seenmed as if it was al

face, but later shots showed it was nore |ike a cameo carved into a |arger
surface. She'd enhanced the images, then turned in her report.

Margo snorted. “Head, ny foot. It's your perceptual set. G ovanni Schiaparell
t hought he saw water channels on Mars in the 1800's. He was prepared to see
evidence of life, and he found it. It's |like that head on Mars obsession at
the end of the twentieth century. Put three dots and a |ine on anything, and
people turn it into a portrait. That's called ‘feature extraction,’ taking
info you're famliar with and ignoring the rest. A water stain sits on a wall
| ong enough; soneone sees the Virgin Mary. Do you ever notice the Virgin Mary
doesn't show up on walls in Buddhist countries? This asteroid is no different
fromthe rest, an odd-shaped rock we can run through the mll for nmetals, fue
and chemicals. The Ceres flyby takes a | ong-range shot by accident, and
third-rate administrators with nmore inmagi nati on than good sense turn shadows
and a jagged protrusion into an alien artifact. We're taking a tedious trip
for nothing, and I'll be dealing with di sappointed alien-hunters for nonths.”
“The main office doesn't think it's nothing. You don't divert an entire mning



operation on a whim?”

Margo said, “Maybe not, but you're on a deadline. If you don't figure out
exactly what it is before we get there, the radicals will get the upper hand.
There's nore than one Strieberist in administration.”

Janet watched as Al ec pushed his dessert to the side and started sketching on
hi s napkin. The workers | eaned over his shoul der so they could see what he was
doi ng. She admired the way he concentrated while witing on the small

sur f ace.

“He' s nonof ocused,” said Margo.

Janet turned away. “You're the monofocused one-1'm not watching him The probe
should be within ten kiloneters in an hour. We'Il get even better pictures
then.”

“Sheesh, it's a half a kilonmeter |ong. How cl ose do you need to get before you
see it's an ordinary object?”

“That's another thing. The Gargoyl e has al nost no al bedo. | nmean, nost
asteroi ds are darned dark anyway, .03 or so, but this one's a lump of coal. If
it hadn't occluded Ceres, we would have never seen it. That's not natural.”
Margo shrugged her shoul ders. “A black asteroid, big deal. There, now | ook at
that one.” She lifted her chin toward a nminer at a near table. He wore his
coveralls with a strap down. Sweat marked his shirt in a pattern mrroring his
work suit's pressure points.

“What about hi n®”

“Watch the cheesecake.”

Janet thought the man had a rugged conpetence. Like nost mners, he carried
the ship's spin-induced gravity carefully, as if he wasn't sure that anything
he set down wouldn't drift off. He pulled the plate with the cheesecake toward
him Then keepi ng one hand on the plate, he trimed a third of the slice off
with his fork, lifted, swallowed, took the second third, lifted, swallowed and
finished the last third, all in fifteen seconds.

“Whew! ” Margo said. “That was businesslike.”

“What does it tell you about hin®”

Margo rai sed an eyebrow. “lsn't it obvious? He doesn't take tine for the finer
things inlife. A wonman would be wise to steer clear of him”
“Maybe it nmeans he was hungry. You're a loon.” “And you think a football

st adi um si zed rock has been shaped into a head. So how did Al ec eat his?”
Janet turned to | ook back at the crew chief, but he and the two miners who'd
been arguing with himwere gone. H s cheesecake sat untouched.

Margo said, “You work with himall the time. Wy you have to turn it into such
a big deal now that you've decided you' re interested is beyond ne. Wat do you
guys tal k about on those long jaunts in the jal opy?”

“That's business. He's thinking about where the operation will anchor. |I'm

t hi nki ng about navi gati ng and mappi ng. There's nothing romantic about riding
the jalopy fromthe ship to the next mning site.”

“You can't read clues into his every behavior...”

“You just told ne to | ook at how he eats his cheesecake, for crying out

[ oud!”

Margo went on, ignoring the interruption. “Yesterday he asked you to pass the
salt, and you spent the next two hours deciding what it meant. Tell himyou
think he's cute.”

“I'"'mthirty, not sixteen. Maybe you could tell him”

Margo | aughed. “Ch, that's very thirty. If you give ne a note, I'll pass it to
him” Janet |ooked at her suspiciously. “Does he ever talk about nme?”

Margo shrugged. “Maybe.”

“l shoul d have never kissed him” said Janet. “He doesn't |ike surprises.”

“He saved your lifel”

“Yeah, and there's that, too.
* % %

In the cartography |ab, Janet shuffled through the new prints. Chief
Cart ographer Lindsey London held one in her lap, biting her lip.
“It's difficult to ascribe these formations to natural forces.”



Janet put a half dozen scans on the table end to end, each one revealing a
different ook at the asteroid as the probe passed. “Those aren't formations,
they're features. It's a face. Two faces, actually, one on each side.”

Li ndsey stood so she could see the entire set. She was a severe woman in her
fifties, rigorous in habit and denmandi ng. She cleared her throat, then rubbed
her forehead. Like many on the ship, she suffered fromsinus infections. “I
suppose it would be hard not to draw that concl usion. They do | ook |ike
faces.” She noved a print closer to her. “Darned ugly ones too.” Wth
enhancenents, the asteroid s edges were clear, the shadows and hi ghlights easy
to distinguish. Janet turned the photo so the orientati on made sense to her

On the asteroid' s edges, jagged spikes jamed so tightly there appeared to be
no space between them They crossed each other in random arrangenent. Wth the
probe cl ose, details stood out. Janet estimated each spi ke might be ten or
fifteen meters in dianeter at the base, although she couldn't see where they
anchored, and none were shorter than fifty nmeters as they tapered to bl unt
points. Were they crystal structures? Wat could cause this? If the entire
surface was covered with the spikes, it would be difficult to land. There was
no place a ship could put its |l egs down for a secure anchor. In the spike
field s mddl e, however, the face filled a third of the surface. It rose from
the pointy surface, a nearly perfect ovoid.

Janet turned the photo again, squinting at the new angle. “I don't know about
ugly. It | ooks scared.”

Li ndsey gl anced again. “If it is an alien face, how woul d we recogni ze its
enotion?”

“How el se woul d you descri be that?”

The nmouth was reptilian and gapi ng, stretching across the ovoid' s bottom a
dark, crooked gap. A slit where the nose would be, and the eyes thrust wide
open, like two alnonds far apart, pupils dug into the spherical surfaces.
Janet squinted at the photo, trying to see it without the starry background.

“I don't know what rmekes me think it, but this is a frightened expression
Wioever carved it knew what fear |ooked Iike.”

“I't's not the same on the other side.” Lindsey handed her another scan

Here the mouth bared huge, stone teeth. The eyes were narrower. Janet
shivered. It rem nded her of a dog she'd tried to pet once, until its lips
curled back and the snout becane all fangs and a shuddery grow .

Janet said, “So, are you still going to argue this isn't a manufactured

obj ect ?”

“I"'mnot telling the conpany we've found an Easter Island head in the asteroid
belt, but I'mwilling to say it's anonal ous and deserves further study. Unti
then, no one Earthside knows about this.”

Janet rai sed an eyebrow

“Not my decision,” said Lindsey. “Wrd fromupstairs. Even on board there
aren't a dozen people who know why we've changed our schedule.”

Janet started an accel erated ani mati on of the odd object on her computer. It
revol ved so the two faces alternated. The fearful expression rotated past, the
shadows stretched across the stone skin, darkening the nouth, shifting shadows
across the eyes so for a monment, they seemed to nove. Then the spiny border
filled the screen. The fearful face's profile cut across the stars as the
second face rotated into view

“It's a solid hunk,” said Lindsey. “Not a rubble pile.”

“That's my guess. | read the light bouncing off it-there's darned little-and
it cones up nickel-iron. No magnesium Some iron-silicates.”

“Ni ckel -iron should be brighter. Wiy's it so dark?”

The second face canme into view As frightened as the first one | ooked, this
one threatened. The sane alien features. A different enotion

“Maybe it's painted.”

Li ndsey didn't laugh. “Send the probe down to get a sanple fromthe surface of
a face. Keep it away fromthe spiky areas. There mi ght be a coating, or it
could be just a dark ore, a type of asteroid we haven't observed. If there are
others with this little reflectivity, we mght never see them Wile we're



waiting, get a conplete map worked up. We're going to want to anchor the
drills and mill.” “Has anyone considered the asteroid m ght be a nmessage?”
Janet swallowed dryly. Lindsey didn't |ike her orders questioned. “If it is
artificial, whoever put it there didn't want it to be seen, and if it was
seen, they didn't want it to |look attractive. Maybe we should | eave it

al one.”

Janet sent the photo probe's data into the mapping prograns. She watched the
asteroid continue its rotation on the screen. Fearful, angry, fearful, angry.
“Not with Strieberists in upper managenent.” Lindsey stood behind her, her
hands on the back of Janet's chair. “Are you going to be able to concentrate
on this?”

Janet tore her attention fromthe Gargoyle. Lindsey's question didn't make
sense. “Excuse ne?”

“Are you going to be sharp? Everything here has to be perfect. Qur reports,
perfect, when we send this to the conpany. There will be politica
ramfications if this turns out to be artificial. | can't have you noboni ng
over the crew chief instead of doing your work.”

“l am not thinking about that man!”

Li ndsey shrugged. “So you say.”

“lI do say!” Janet's face flushed. She bent over the keyboard, tapping the
instructions that would separate the sanpler probe fromthe mapper and send it
to the surface.

* * %

Janet jogged up the ship's long curve, enjoying the track's yielding surface
as it cushioned her bare feet. Behind her, footsteps approached, so she noved
to the side, her shoulder nearly brushing the wall to her left until the
runner passed. Here the ceiling was low, cutting off the view of the passage
sixty neters ahead. She coul d never shake the feeling she was running uphill.
At least, it appeared that way, a steady clinmb in front, and if she | ooked
behi nd, a steady clinb the other way. Running in the circular station was |ike
perpetually hitting the bottom of a rounded valley. Across the broad sidewal k
to her right, she passed doors, hallways and wi ndows. The infirmary, a long
section marked with red crosses at either end, rolled by for the third tine.
Once nmore woul d make a five-kilometer workout, her required aerobic ration
Wthout the kiss, Alec wouldn't be a problem It happened a week ago. He'd
been readi ng an asteroid' s assay nunmbers and a mathematical map that showed
stress lines, faults, and probabilities of mass shifts once they began
operations. The top sheet of papers on a pile near the edge of his desk slid
off, fluttering to the floor. They'd both reached for it, her hand on his
shoul der as they bent down, and when she | ooked up, he was there, an inch
away. It nust have been sonething in his eyes, or maybe she could feel his
nmuscl es tense under his shirt, or maybe it was just a short circuit in all her
t hi nki ng processes, but she | eaned the slightest bit, pressed her lips to his,
and then the nmonent was gone. He bolted straight up, knocking the remaining
papers into the air. She fell back, banging her el bow on the chair's edge, and
as she grabbed the sore spot, she saw his expression, eyes wide in fear (or

di sgust?). He spluttered sonething i ncoherent, face red, then fled the room
She bl ushed to think about it.

More footfalls behind her. She noved to the side again, slowi ng in thought.
The maps showed the Gargoyl e was an al nost perfect sphere, varying no nore
than a few centinmeters in dianmeter measured through the poles or the equator
anot her good argunent it was artificial. Bodies this small didn't have enough
gravity to pull theminto round shapes. Mst asteroids were rugged, irregular
nearly solid nickel-iron chunks, or junbled carbonaceous chondrite rubble
piles. The only way she could think to forma small, spherical body in space
woul d be to heat the entire mass to a liquid state, and |like a water drop
floating in a no-gravity chanber, it would pull itself into a perfect gl obe.
But the Gargoyle wasn't a snooth, spinning bowing ball; it was a designed
object. Still, there was a blessing in the shape: figuring orbits around it
woul d be easier. The |ast asteroid she'd sent a probe to was shaped like a



four-kiloneter | ong dog bone with an eccentric wobble, and the gravity going
around the long end was three times that of circling the narrow middle. She'd
used a lot of the probe's fuel keeping a consistent distance away fromit
whi | e she mapped.

Al ec spoke alnost in her ear, “Wien | run toward the spin | feel faster.”
Janet stunbl ed, then recovered her stride. She tried to speak, but what cane
out instead was a cross between a cough and an exclamation that sounded |ike
“Gack!”

“It's a funny thing,” he said, as if she'd made no sound at all. “I know it
doesn't make a difference which direction | go, but when | jog into the spin,
it's like the ship rotates beneath me. Going the other way is like trying to
catch up, and ny strides seemshorter.” He had a pl easant speaki ng voice.
“Have you tried timng it?” she asked finally.

“Same time both ways. Doesn't change how it feels, though.”

They ran side by side for a mnute without speaking. Janet thought of a dozen
things to say, but nothing sounded natural. She al nbost said, “How do you like
cheesecake?” The thought made her smile. Margo woul d be pleased if she had.
When anot her jogger approached, going the other direction, Al ec dropped behind
to let himpass. On his chest, the jogger wore the famliar green and white
Strieberist button that read, “They are waiting.”

The infirmary slid by again on her right. Janet stayed in her rhythm Wy was
he talking to her? Had he come behind her on the track by coincidence, or did
he want to be with her? Was he just a nice guy who tal ked to anyone? \What was
she supposed to read into this encounter?

And he had saved her life. O course anyone m ght have noticed the flaw in her
space suit before they'd gone on that m ssion, but he was the one who caught
it. How could she date a man who'd saved her life? It was too corny. Knight in
shining arnmor stuff. It put them on unequal footing.

She cl eared her throat and said, “This makes ne think of a hanster in an
exerci se wheel .”

He didn't answer.

She said, “Were the wheel goes round and round, and the hamster works |ike
crazy to go nowhere.”

Wt hout slow ng, she glanced over her shoul der. He was gone. She sighed. Just
as well. The probe would be near the Gargoyle now, and she wanted to be there
when it touched down. It woul d take several hours to start sending back its
anal ysis, but she felt nore in control if she was in the lab while the probe
wor ked.

* * %

For a while, the mapper tracked the sanpler on its way, showing the tiny craft
approachi ng the Gargoyle, puffing out conpressed air to control the descent
and to match the slowy revolving asteroid' s spin, but the orbiting mapper
woul d be on the other side when the sanpler made contact. Sweat tickled
Janet's forehead. Landing a probe on an asteroid was tricky business, even

wi th automated routines and conputer assistance. There was al nost no gravity,
so the asteroid didn't help orient the probe, and the probe's kinetic energy
remai ned the sane, so a percentage point miscalculation would slamit into the
solid surface, and al so, she'd chosen the angry face to |land on. Now that the
probe was within a few hundred nmeters, all the details were clear. There were
lines in the expression, taut skin pulling away fromits nmouth, a tension in
the cheek area, all in black and grey relief. The lifeless pupils seenmed to
track the probe in as it approached. Dark pocks scarred the surface, as if the
face had been di sease-ravaged. Watching the expression grow | arger was

unner vi ng.

“You're closing a little fast,” said Lindsey.

“I"ve got to anchor the probe or it'll just bounce off. If you were standing
on the surface there and tw tched your toes, you m ght achieve escape
velocity.”

The face swelled until there were no discernable features, just the pocked
skin. Then the probe's shadow, its spiderlike feet reaching closer and cl oser



Touchdown. Janet sent the signal to fire the anchor bolts in case they didn't
depl oy on their own. She took half a breath in relief. The probe continued.
The feet broke through. Shards flew toward the canera, then nothing. No inage.
Li ndsey coughed. “That's expensive equi pnment. \Wat happened?”

Telenetry cane in fine. The machine's little nuclear heart still beat. Janet
ran through a handful of tests. The internals |ooked green, but there was no
vi deo, and she couldn't tell what the probes’ attitude was. “The face nust

have been a shell. If it's spikes underneath, the probe could be wedged
bet ween a couple. The arns are stuck. | can get the sampler to depl oy, but
it's not reaching anything. For all | can tell, it night be pointing straight

up and be nowhere near the surface.”
“Can you shake it |oose? Take it up and bring it down agai n?”

Janet shrugged. “I can't tell which way we're facing. Wthout the video, |
can't see, and with all the netal around it, radar orientation won't work. It
could wedge in deeper. W'Il have to wait for the mapper to come around so we
can see it. | can bring it in close for a good |ook, but it won't be in

position for several hours.”

Later, after she'd nade the adjustnments in the mapper's orbit, she | eaned back
in her chair and wat ched nunbers march down the screen. Lindsey had gone to a
management mneeting, |eaving Janet alone in the cartography cartography |ab
She tapped her fingers on the table edge. Above the nonitor hung the
Gargoyle's two cl earest images. Fearful and angry.

Was this first contact? The | ong-sought evidence that mankind wasn't alone in
t he Uni verse? She knew they were on the edge of sonething trenmendous, but a
voi ce kept creeping into her thoughts, coming fromjust behind her, not out of
breath at all, saying, “Wien |I run toward the spin, | feel faster.” She
wondered i f Madane Curie thought about |aundry while she was discovering
radiation, or if Buzz Aldrin found hinself contenplating a crabgrass problem
in his lam while the Eagle was going down. This would be so nuch easier if
she just knew what he thought of her, but the nessages were enigmatic. One day
he i gnored her, the next he went out of his way to say hello.

She shook her head and studied the mapper's data. Sone neasurenents didn't
make nmuch sense. The Gargoyle's magnetic field was what she expected for a
body of its size, but there was a ghost inmage underneath the nmain one, as if
there were a second magnetic source within the asteroid. Deep radar imaging
didn't help either, although there were four tiny bright spots on the surface:
one on each face and at the poles. She progranmed the mapper to take cl ose-ups
of one of the spots when it nmade its nearest pass.

The intercomcrackl ed. “Hey, roome. Cracked the nystery yet?”

Janet said, “H, Margo. Nope, and we've just a few hours before the Gargoyl e
will be at eyeball distance. Some Strieberist working outside's going to catch
a glinmpse, and we'll have a riot. And you know what's funny? They were right
all along. The Gargoyle is alien. Lindsey is confabbing with the upper

mucky- mucks about what it m ght be and what to do about it.”

“What's your guess?”

“Maybe it has religious significance.” Janet thought about the Sphinx and the
pyram ds, ancient structures froma |long-gone civilization. It was hard to

i magi ne why an advanced, technol ogi cal society would build such an

i naccessible shrine. “I lost the sanpler probe. It's as if whoever designed it
didn't want anyone to land on it. | don't know what the ship's going to do
when we get there. W won't be able to anchor easily, and it's too big for a
controlled nmelt. We could set up every mrror on board, and it would stil

take a hundred years to heat it enough.”

“When administration says ‘junp,’ we're not supposed supposed to ask why.
Maybe their interest is scientific.”

Janet | aughed. “Not a chance. If it isn't profitable, they won't do it. They
nmust figure the Gargoyle is a treasure chest.”

“Why the faces?”

“To scare off the superstitious?”

On the nonitor, video fromthe nmapper streamed by as the asteroid grew in



size. C osest approach would be in a few m nutes. Janet shivered. No matter
how she | ooked at it, the effect was creepy, |ike a hedgehog wearing a lizard
mask. “Whoever made this was nore advanced than us, and it was a tremendous
effort. There's sone practical purpose here.”

“Could it be a tomb like for the pharaohs?”

Janet started at Margo's echoing her thought. “We're going to have to find

out. Lindsey will insist on a complete investigation. 1'Il take the jalopy
over for a personal touch. Standard procedure is to pull the ship within ten
kilometers, but 1'll bet we won't get closer than a hundred on this one. It'l]

be a long flight.”

The mapper's nonitor began spitting out inmages as it gradually swept past the
asteroid. “Cotta go,” Janet said and broke the connection. First, she | ooked
for the probe. Underneath the face's left eye was a new, dark bl enish. Wat
sunlight there was dropped straight into the hole, and she could see the probe
canted to one side. A tough angle, but now that she knew, she could get it out
on its own power, assuming the jets weren't bent. She rubbed her chin, then
directed the canera at what she'd thought were pock marks. They were al

hol es. They rmust be fromsnmaller asteroids colliding with the Gargoyl e. How
long had it been tucked into this orbit? Wiy weren't there any | arge neteor
strikes? Every asteroid they'd surveyed showed a | ong, violent past, filled
with collisions, but other than these small holes, the Gargoyl e was unnarked.
She wondered if Texas-sized Ceres, which led the Gargoyle in its long route
around the Sun, absorbed nost of the rocks that shoul d have pumel ed t he
smal | er body.

The mapper continued across the surface until it was over a shiny spot the
radar had picked up. An inmage assenbled itself on her screen. She enhanced it,
t hen sat back, shaking her head. It was a couple of neters wide by a neter
hi gh and appeared to be nade from polished rock or netal. Even with the

monitor's fuzzy resolution she could see illustrations and witing. She
contacted Lindsey to tell her the Gargoyle had a pl aque.
* * %

The jal opy was an awkwar d- 1| ooki ng rhonmboi d assenbly of tubes, conpressed air
jets for propul sion and naneuvering, and several tool chests |oaded with
prospecting and mappi ng equi pnent. Inserted in the niddle were two lightly
shi el ded pods for the pilot and passenger. Al ec and an equi pnent handl er were
already in the launch bay checking the supplies when Janet wal ked in.

Al ec said, “This doesn't look Iike a mning operation to ne. They ought to be
sendi ng an archaeol ogist.” He scowl ed as he inventoried a | ocker and then

sl apped it shut.

“Probably,” said Janet, raising her eyebrows. Rather than risk upsetting him
nore, she noved to where her suit was stored. What's wong with hin? she
wonder ed. Soon, though, she was into the rhythm of getting ready for the

m ssion. Every new asteroid required an initial human survey. There were too
many vari abl es in hooking the mning operation up to rely on robot reports.
Asteroid conposition could vary fromone spot to another. A seemingly solid
rock could be deeply cracked, or m ght be a dozen | oosel y-nel ded pi eces. Many
turned out not to be suitable for easy nmining. Too many silicates, not enough
clean ore, not a clear site to base operations. For every five or six
asteroids they visited, the ship would pause at one, but tons of usable netal
could then be extracted, mlled, snelted and shaped, then sent on the |ong,
elliptical path that ended in lunar orbit for assenbly into the ark ships. At
the sane tinme, chem cal processes produced fuels and ot her usable products.

M ning the asteroids rem nded her of the Eskinmps who used every part of a

sl aughtered sea |ion.

Janet and Al ec had worked as a teamfor three years. It was possible to do the
whol e job without talking, but they never had. She worked her way into her
suit. Next to her, Alec pushed his arnms into the thick, clunmsy sleeves, his
face just as dark and angry as it had been when she wal ked in.

“Ready,” he said a few mnutes |ater. Janet nodded. An assistant hooked her
onto the hoist that lifted her over the jalopy and into her pod. Soon they



were alone in the launch bay as the engineers left, closing the airlock doors
behind them Her suit stiffened as the chanber was evacuated, then the [ aunch
doors opened beneath them The ship's spin provided the initial velocity. Al
that was necessary was to orient the ship and time their rel ease, work that
didn't need their input. Al though [aunching was routine, it was a teameffort,
wi th dozens of others making the trip as snooth and safe as possible.

Janet triggered a private conmunication line as soon as the vacuum was

est abl i shed.

“What's wong with Al ec?” she asked.

Margo answered. “1 thought you'd never get back to ne. |'ve got his ned
readouts. El evated pulse and respiration. He's scared. Xenophobia.”

Al ec' s shadow noved in his pod's translucent shell as he checked the
instrumentation. Beneath them the stars scrolled past. “Wat's our transit

ti me?” he asked.

Janet flipped to his frequency. “Twenty mnutes. They pulled us closer than

t hought they would.” She clicked back to Margo. “Scared? | thought he was mad.
You shoul d have seen his expression.” Her finger rested on the manual rel eases
as she watched the |l aunch countdown. She'd press her button at the correct
time as a backup to the computer. “If he's that bothered, should he be going?
I can't have hi m maki ng judgenment errors.” “He's not that scared. Check your
own readouts.”

Above her head, anpong a plethora of information, were her nunbers, al

el evat ed.

The countdown reached zero, and Janet pressed the button, dropping the jal opy
fromthe mning vessel. Her stomach did the famliar lurch fromthe 1G
environnent to wei ghtl essness. She rotated her pod so she faced their target,
al nost invisible in the fathom ess black. During the trip, she stayed busy
directing the craft to the Gargoyle's surface. In the few jobl ess nonents she
had to contenplate their mission, she listened to space's sound, which wasn't
silent at all. Her suit hummed and whirred. Air hissed in the helnmet's cl ose
confines. Behind it, her pulse throbbed. Fromthe unmarked di stance, the

Gar goyl e appeared, grew |l arge, and soon filled the sky.

To anchor, she chose a spot in the spike field to the angry face's side.

Unli ke the probe, it wasn't her intention to fire explosive bolts into the
surface. Instead, she would allow the craft to settle onto the spikes. Up
close, they didn't appear as regular as they had in the vids. M croneteor
strikes had scarred them Some were broken or cracked. Qthers bore snaller

bl em shes, like bullet holes. The distant Sun's |ight through the spike forest
cast awkward, inpenetrabl e shadows, hiding the base structures.

The jalopy glided a few nmeters over the spikes until the edge of the angry
face appeared on the horizon. Janet slowed the exploration craft until the

spi kes beneath them matched their speed. They descended onto two blunt tips,
and the ship canted to rest on the shattered end of a third.

“We're here,” she said. Not a quote for the history books, she thought.

Alec let |oose a long, relieved breath. “You wouldn't believe what |'ve been

t hi nki ng.”

Janet powered the jal opy down, unbuckl ed herself, hooked a safety line to her
belt, and pushed herself fromthe pod. “Try ne.”

“It's so obviously artificial. |I thought it would open fire. I'ma little
junpy.”

“It's dead, Alec.” Janet |aughed to herself. Odd thoughts had crossed her nind
t oo.

Al ec hooked hinmself in and floated to a tool |ocker in the Gargoyle's

m nuscul e gravity where he equi pped hinmself with a speci nen hamrer and sanpl e
sacks. “I'll get pieces fromthese spike tops, then nove down to the base.”
Janet nodded, then renenbered to say, “Yes,” as she jetted toward the face's
edge, twenty nmeters away. Fromthis angle she could see it was a thin plate
resting on the spikes. She braced herself between two stone spears to examn ne
the material. A hand' s-width in thickness, it didn't appear to be either stone
or metal. More |like black porcelain than anything el se. She snacked the top



wi th her hand, but the |everage was bad, and all she succeeded in doing was

| osing her grip. For a second she floated, unanchored, then she grabbed the
edge again, this time to hoist herself to the surface. At this angle, she
couldn't tell it was a face. Every few neters, a hole marked the snooth
surface, and her light reveal ed the spikes bel ow She glanced back to see Al ec
stuffing sonething into a sanpl e sack. He waved, then attached his safety rope
to a different spot. Hi s voice crackled in her radio. “Looks like typica
nickel-iron to nme, a dark deposit on top, |lighter underneath.”

“So they made it froman asteroid.”

“Wul d appear so.”

“OK. I'mgoing to the forehead to check out the plaque.”

Al ec grunted, a preoccupied sound. He chipped a bit fromone spot, played out
the slender safety cable, then glided to the next.

The Gargoyle's gravity was negligible. If she dropped a hamer, it would take
mnutes to conplete its fall, so she drove an anchor bolt into a spike,
attached her original line to it so there was now a path fromthe jalopy to
the face's edge. Wen she reached the plaque, she'd place another bolt. Sone
asteroids had so many safety lines running across them they |ooked |ike

t hey' d been netted.

A gentle push fromher back unit slid her across the Gargoyle's face, past its
twisted mouth filled with spiky teeth, past the deep gashes that were its
nose, across an eye's smooth bulge, to a knee-high platformon the forehead' s
edge.

“I"'mmoving toward the surface,” said Alec. Hi s breathing sounded regular, his
voi ce clipped. Janet guessed if she could take his pulse now, it would be
normal, while her own heart pounded in her ears. This was an alien artifact,
concrete proof there were other sentient beings in the Universe. She twi sted
her hand control to emit gas in a tiny puff that slowed her

It was a plaque, just as the probes’ flyby had shown, packed with synbols,
illustrations, and hieroglyphics. The largest illustration dom nated the

pl ague's middle: at the top, a diagram of the Gargoyle. Next, a cutaway Vview
showi ng the asteroid' s interior with an odd synbol at the center. She thought
about the funny magnetic readings. Was it a storage chanber? Then, a |arger
circle around the Gargoyle w thout the cutaway view A planet? An orbit? The
last illustration showed the circle fragnented into broken |ines and a series
of intersecting |lines where the Gargoyl e had been. An expl osi on? She clicked
pi ctures from several angles, then crouched to see howit was fastened onto
the platform

Her gaze was on the horizon

A screech in her hel nmet.

Al ec shot up fromthe asteroid s surface, maneuvering jets on full, pushing
himaway fromthe asteroid. The safety cable, which was anchored sixty neters
fromhim snapped taut, pulling himinto a parabola. First up, then parallel
to the surface, then just as quickly, straight down. He disappeared into the
spi ke field. Too fast.

“Alec?” she transmitted. She'd already detached her safety line, pushed hard
away fromthe plaque toward where he'd gone in, and wi thout thinking, nmade the
corrections that killed a spin she'd picked up. She slapped the energency
“come hither” button, sending an automatic call for help, while flipping

t hrough displays until she found his suit telenmetry. Pulse, fine. Breathing,
fine. Air pressure, fine. She took a few deep breaths of her own. Suit
tenmperature, fine, but falling. Partial systemfailure.

Questions fromthe ship. Nothing they could do now. She shut conmunications
down. Concentrated on maneuvering. |If she overshot, she'd waste too nuch tinme
sl owi ng, reversing direction, accelerating, then slowing again. A man in an
unheated suit in shadow would freeze. She tried to renenber how nuch time he
m ght have. Couldn't conme up with it. Too |long since the refresher course.
Most suit accidents were instantly fatal

It wasn't until she paused over the spikes where he'd vani shed, that she
wonder ed what had thrown himoff the surface in the first place. She directed



a light down. His lower torso was visible, feet up, the rest was caught

bet ween two spi kes as thick as tree trunks. No novenent.

He'd yelled, a frightened yip. And his jets had been on, so he hadn't been
tossed up, he'd junped and then bl asted. \What scared hin?

H s safety cable pulled at the suit's side, as tight as a piano wire. She
unsnapped it carefully, keeping her hand and head clear as it whipped from
sight. Working by her helnet light, she inspected the damage. Al ec's nonentum
had jamed himinto the space between two spi kes. The cover to the power unit
on his back was cracked and bent. Watever was broken inside, she wouldn't be
able to repair it fromhere. The quicker she could extricate himand get him
back to the ship, the better. She pulled herself around so she could | ook into
his faceplate. In the mddle was a bl ood spot matching a welt on his forehead.
H s eyes were partially open, with white slivers showing. He didn't react to
the light in his face or to shaking.

The asteroid' s surface, where the spi kes were anchored, was a couple neters
bel ow them but too far for her to push him She tried bracing her feet on the
spi kes’ steep sides, but there wasn't enough grip and her feet slipped on
every effort. Her breathing sounded harsh in her ears. “Damm it, Al ec.” She
rested for a second, her head down.

This deep in the spike forest, the Sun didn't penetrate penetrate. For the
first time, she | ooked around her. Bl ack, heavy col umms | eaning every way,

mar ked by shadows that barely showed on their charcoal -1ike surfaces.

She scanned part way around before she sawit.

A scream stuck in her throat. By reflex, her legs pushed. If she'd been
touchi ng, she too would have flown straight up, but she'd drifted just enough
t hat she ki cked agai nst not hi ng.

It was an alien figure, face like the one on the surface, peering around a

spi ke, angry as hell, arms raised, claws extended.

By the time she'd scranbled to the other side of the columms that held Al ec,
she realized it couldn't be alive, but it took a long mnute for her to
approach, heart thuddi ng, nouth dry.

The alien was a statue nmade fromthe sane material as the asteroid. Its skin
was polished, details sharp, like finely worked obsidi an, her height, heavy in
the chest, a short, hairless tail. Beyond it, others crouched behind spikes;
some charged, carved in attack. Their frightening fornms filled the forest.
Janet guessed there was nore statuary on the reverse side, mrroring the
fright of that face. Angry or frightened. Nothing in between. She took
pictures by habit. Putting the camera away, she pushed herself above the

spi kes, then jetted to the jalopy. If she could free Alec, she could plug his
suit into the exploration craft's power system and get around the break in his
own.

It took a few frantic mnutes to unanchor and Iift off. She tried to eyebal
where he was, then realized she hadn't marked the spot. The spikes’ tops al

| ooked the sane, uniformin their randomess. She started the jalopy forward
in the general direction while she tracked down his suit's signal. Soon she
was above him Wth the jalopy anchored again, she fastened a cable to the
sturdy frame, then dove down where he was still stuck and unnovi ng. Not

| ooking at the statue reaching toward her took willpower. Getting Alec off the
asteroid was a sol vabl e problem inmediate, wi thout the ambiguity of the
nmessage the statues sent. Were they alien gods, represented in stone? Wre
they art? Were they inportant at all? It didn't matter now. She fastened the
cable to Alec's suit, then neasured several neters of slack. Using the jal opy
to pull himout by a straight pull wouldn't work. The conpressed air jets
didn't generate enough thrust. She'd need to use the jalopy's weight and
monentumto jerk himout. She played out nore cable, cinched it, then headed
up. The jal opy noved away fromthe spikes. Janet watched her speed and
orientation so she didn't drift. It had to be a vertical |lift off or she

ri sked pulling the unconsci ous man across the spikes instead of up

Accel eration was slow. Return trips always took |onger than going out.

One neter, two, three, four. How nmuch cable had she left? Five, six. A gentle



jolt shook the jalopy. Slowy, Alec rose fromthe spikes. Janet hit the
auto-routines to get themback to the mning ship, then reeled himin. Soon he
sat in his pod, plugged into the jalopy's power. H's suit tenperature rose.
She stayed beside him directing her light at this faceplate, waiting for the
frost inside his helnet to nelt.

He coughed, a sudden sound in her radio. H s eyes opened, then squeezed back
shut .

“How do you feel ?” she asked. Her hands shook a little. Post emergency shock
she thought. Margo would explain it to her later

“lI saw a nonster,” he said thickly. He closed his eyes, and lolled his head
agai nst the helnmet's side.

* * %

Medi cs hustled Alec away fromthe dock, and Janet had just renoved her suit
when she was sumoned to Lindsey London's office. Lindsey waited inside, a
tissue in hand and wearing a pai ned expression. Behind her were two
upper - managenent types she barely recogni zed. One, an ol der man whose hair had
gone pure silver around his ears, nmirrored Lindsey's disconfort, though Janet
doubted a sinus infection caused his; the other, wearing a Strieberist button
smled widely.

“Ch, you are so lucky,” he said, “to be the first person to | and on an alien
artifact. Let me shake your hand.” He squeezed hard, and for a second Janet

t hought he was going to hug her too. “Your life is in for a change. \Wen the

nmedi a gets hold of this, you'll be the nost fampous person in the solar
system”

“We can't junp to conclusions,” said the older one. “It may not be alien.”
Janet | ooked at himin disbelief.

Li ndsey said, “I did a calcul ati on based on neteor strike frequency on its
surface. The Gargoyle's been in space at |least three mllion years.” She bl ew
her nose. “Gve or take a mllion.”

“Even if it is ... extraterrestrial, whoever left it certainly isn't around

now,” said silver hair. “This find shouldn't inpact our basic mssion. W'l
leave it to scientists who are better equipped.” The Strieberist shook his
head. “No, no, no. Don't you understand that this renoves the need for our

m ssion? The aliens left this for us to discover. It's their invitation to us.
What el se could it be? We should find out where the Gargoyle cane from and
then bend our efforts to contacting them It's mankind' s nost heroic quest
yet.”

“That's a scientific question. W are a business operation,” said silver hair.
“We have neither the expertise to investigate the artifact nor the authority
to abandon our mning efforts.”

“What are you tal king about? Investigating? |I've never seen a nore uninviting
spot innmy life.” Janet |ooked fromone to the other. “Did you see the

pi ctures of the statues on the surface? Have you | ooked at the plaque?”

Silver hair cleared his throat. “There's sonme argunent about what the plaque
means. There appear to be several kinds of witing and diagrans. Qur anal ysts
conpared it to the nessages we attached to our deep space probes early in the
space program”

“Whi ch we included to introduce ourselves to other intelligences.” The
Strieberist sat on the edge of Lindsey's desk. “l agree with that anal ogy.”

Li ndsey called up the plaque on the wall nmonitor. “You saw it close, Janet.
What were your inpressions?”

“I didn't get to look at it long.” She noved to where she could study it

cl oser. The marks made no sense. She thought there would be little chance she
coul d deci pher the plaque's intent if it was witten in Chinese, and that was
a heck of a lot closer culturally to her than this conmuni qué. “The only thing
| recognize is the diagramin the mddle, with the Gargoyle, but | don't think
we need the plaque to understand the big nmessage, which is to stay away. |'ve
never seen a clearer no-trespassing signinm life.”

The Strieberist bristled. “There is a nessage here, and it's a wel com ng one
to an intelligent race. The expressions mght represent their snmiles. CQur



evolution is obviously different. Wat nakes you think we could recognize
faci al expressions in whatever they descended fron? When we deci pher the

pl agues, you'll see. There will be formulas for super-science. Maybe
faster-than-1ight technol ogy, or bio-breakthroughs that will revol utionize
human |ife. See there?” He pointed to the cutaway di agram of the Gargoyl e.
“They' ve buried sonething for us. Wiy else would they show the asteroid's
interior unless they wanted us to get it?”

Janet thought about perceptual set. The Strieberist saw what he expected to
see. “In New Mexico there's a radioactive waste dunp in the salt deposits.
When t he government chose the site, they had two worries: one, howto keep the
waste from | eaking out, and two, how to keep peopl e, generations down the
road, maybe long after any record of what was buried there had been | ost, from
digging it up. The problem was any nonunent they |left could be m sinterpreted.
It's like the pharaohs’ tonbs. They were all looted. You can't trust that
anything left over great stretches of tinme won't eventually be disturbed.”

She pointed to the diagram “You know what | think that is? Something deadly.
The circle around it in the next diagramis the Sun. The | ast di agram shows

t he Sun expl odi ng. Maybe they had a war and nmade a sun killer that couldn't be
destroyed. Maybe it's their toxic waste. The faces are angry and fearful

Maybe t hose enoti ons and expressions are universal. Run away and be afraid.”

Li ndsey nodded. “If there is something in the Gargoyle, we'd want to study it

much | onger before opening opening it up. I'mincluding a recomrendation in ny
report to quarantine the site.”
“That will be nmy suggestion too,” said silver hair.

The Strieberist slapped the desk. “My people won't put up with this. W have a
right to know what is inside this artifact.”

Janet | ooked from Lindsey to the older man to the Strieberist. It was a
political struggle, and they weren't going to listen to her now Whatever
happened, it nmight take years to resolve. She renenbered the statues at the
surface, how they scow ed and grinmaced, how their hands were poised to rend,
and she shivered. If they believed her theory, there was no way they could
ever know what was inside the asteroid. She thought about Pandora and

Bl uebeard' s w ves.

“I would like to go check on Alec,” she said.

Li ndsey nodded, then turned back to the argument. As Janet |left, they were
shouting at each other.

* * %

Thi ck bandages wrapped Al ec's hands, and a sliny ointnment had been sneared on
his ears and nose.

“It's frostbite,” Alec said. “Another ten minutes, the doctor tells ne, and
I'd have been frozen to the core.” Janet pulled a chair next to him not sure
what to say.

“They showed me your pictures fromthe Gargoyle. It was a statue | saw, wasn't
it?” Hs face reddened slightly.

“Anyone mi ght have reacted the same way, Alec. I'mjust glad | was there to
get you back.” She put her hand on his arm

“You saved ny life. That's a pretty big deal.”

She shrugged. “It just nakes us even.”

He | eaned back and cl osed his eyes. “What are they saying about it?”

“I think they're going to haggle for a while, and then sonmebody will open it

up. ”

Al ec shook his head. “If | put one of those statues in the conference room it
woul d change a few m nds. W need to do sonmething to stop them”

“Some day we can, but not today. Today you need to get better. There'll be a

I ot of arguing anmong folk with a bunch nore pull than we have before anyone
makes a deci sion.” Janet was already imagining the report she would turn in.
If the Strieberist was right, she and Alec were fanmous now, the first humans
to land on an alien artifact. Their voices mght be |ouder than they woul d be
otherwi se. She smiled. There was reason to hope.

A technician wheeled in a cart with a food tray. “Time to eat,’

he said. “W



got you stuff fromthe cafeteria. No dietary restrictions for you, so dig in.”
He put the tray across Alec's lap before he left.

For a minute Alec | ooked at the neal, then at his wapped hands. He | aughed.
“I can't hold anything. | don't suppose you could feed nme?”

Janet reached across Alec to pick up the fork. On the tray was neatl oaf, corn,
aroll and a piece of cheesecake.

He kept his eyes on hers through each bite, and he never tried to nove the arm
she held. H s face fascinated her, how his nouth worked, how he swal | oned.
Once she wiped his chin and he nodded his thanks.

When she got to the dessert, she cut a fork full off and held it out for him
He shook his head. “Too big,” he said. “Cheesecake has to be eaten in small
bites.”

Janet smiled. Maybe she was seeing what she wanted to see. Maybe this was her
perceptual set, but she didn't think so.

It was all she could do not to say, “You know what this means, don't you?
W're not alone.” She trinmed the piece and fed it to himdelicately.

Copyright © 2001 by James Van Pelt.



