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      Lu McNair longed to put on her mouse-ear headset even though her drone swarm was not sending her any auditory input, anything to drown out the low-level murmur of chat the other three were incapable of not generating, even when working. But she couldn't do that. She was supposed to be bonding with her fellow cadets, and tuning them out wasn't going to get that done.

      Survey shuttles were the smallest shuttles in the fleet, far too small for the standard crew of six they were designed for. The acoustics inside the shuttle body were bad, amplifying the chatter of three women to sound like thirty. It was no wonder the pilot and copilot kept to themselves in the front end, seldom opening the hatch between the two areas. This was McNair's first assignment on a survey shuttle, and she hoped it would be her last. There was no division between workspaces, just four chairs facing away from each other, each staring at a panel of screens on the outside wall of the shuttle. Their bunks were stacked at the back, two on each side of the airlock, and their gear was stowed at the foot of the bunks. The pilot and copilot had their own bunks in the cockpit, no roomier. For days now they had been moving over and around each other constantly, the space crowded even when freefall gave them an extra dimension to work with. McNair knew she would be going insane if not for the fact that this was the last day. She could make it.

      Their shuttle was in a low orbit over what Planetary Exploration had designated Sowmyatha. Who knew what the inhabitants called their own world; as far as the four of them had been able to tell they had no language. They lived in groups, but their numbers were few and their villages small and remote from each other. It was amazing the planet supported life at all, its parameters were outside the normal range, and even billions of years ago when the Unknown Ancestors had seeded it with life it had been barely inside parameters. The fact the original organisms had survived, multiplied, spread and evolved was not something any sane person would have bet on, but then the Unknown Ancestors did many things that seemed eerily precognitive all these billions of years later.

      Not that these beings looked much like the other descendants of the Unknown Ancestors. Scientists speculated that the "seeds" that the Ancestors had spread had been evolving even as they traveled about finding places to plant them, so even outside of environmental influences beings from closely adjacent planets were more alike than beings from far-flung planets. The beings of Sowmyatha should be in many ways similar to the beings from its neighboring life-bearing planets, Jupita and Saatgrah. They certainly shared characteristics with all Ancestor descendants, being humanoid in shape.

      But out of every descendant species McNair had ever seen, these were the most alien. They had no hair, and their skin was a shiny, even black like obsidian. She wondered how rocklike they were up close; on the drone video feed, they moved slowly as if their bodies had no suppleness to them. McNair found them fascinating, almost as fascinating as the proper aliens she longed to study, the really weird, not remotely humanoid things like sentient clouds or the colonial organisms like the Jeli Machli that floated through deep space. Those were so strange no one even know if they were sentient or not. She'd love to see one someday.

      Not that this world wasn't fascinating in its own way. Desolate sweeps of broken rock and gritty sand, wind-twisted trees growing in spirals with thick-skinned fruits so protected from the harsh elements they were nearly nuts. The beings of Sowmyatha seemed to be farming varieties of fungus, although a few had been raising small mammals in enclosures, feeding them from grasses that grew so loosely rooted in the sandy soil they threatened to become tumbleweeds at any moment. McNair preferred the quiet of deep space, but for a planet, this looked like a place where a girl could walk alone for miles and just think, nothing demanding to be heard but the mournful wind. A shame she'd never set foot on it.

      "McNair, did you get a close visual on this village? The one at quadrant HK-78?"

      McNair looked at her monitors. "Yes." Then she belatedly remembered something Lieutenant Rathers, her guidance counselor, had told her, about being sure to use people's names, and added, "Jarvis."

      "I'm Resnick, she's Jarvis," Resnick said. "Honestly, all our names are on our uniforms, McNair. And we've known each other for months."

      "Sorry," McNair said, hunching low in her seat so no one could see her cheeks flaming. Jarvis, Resnick, and Smith all had the same hairstyle, a retro up-do called a victory roll, which made it hard for McNair to tell them apart, but to make it worse the three of them were continually changing the color. She had thought Jarvis was the one with purple hair, and that might have been true a month ago, but now it was Resnick, and Jarvis' hair had layers of color like a sunset on a polluted world, lots of flares of bright color. Smith she usually recognized because she stuck to the pink/purple area of the color wheel. McNair didn't see the point of any of it. She pulled her dishpan brown hair back and spun it into a regulation-acceptable bun that tended to get disheveled by the end of the day, but she'd only been chewed out for it by a superior four times so clearly, not worth the daily effort to do more than that.

      McNair mumbled under her breath, "Resnick purple, Jarvis red-orange-yellow," over and over. She had to remember. It was important.

      "I think we're about done here," Smith said. "Compares notes?"

      The others spun their chairs away from the wall of monitors that lined the shuttle's interior to face each other. McNair fumbled with the button on the arm of her chair to do the same.

      Smith summoned a computer projection in the center of the shuttle that hovered between the four of them, a green globe in which hung text that appeared to be facing each of them head-on.

      "OK, our orders were to form a preliminary evaluation to be compared to the official one later. Let's do a good job with this, guys, I want us all to get our pick of the postings next month. And we definitely have to outscore Collins, Pullman, Stolz, and Weaver, right?"

      Resnick and Jarvis loudly agreed, just sort of hooting their enthusiasm. McNair just nodded, but her feelings were no less intense. She wanted to be posted to a remote observation post, the kind with a crew of one. That wasn't even a prestigious posting, and she always thought it would be easy to get until her counselor had called her into his office to "chat." He had shown her all of her evaluations as a cadet, and while she got high marks on technical skills, her scores for teamwork and interpersonal communication were low, very low. He had admitted to the irony, but the fact was she wasn't going to get any posting, not even one where she would have no team to have to work with unless she could show mastery in this area as much as the others.

      She had to succeed in this group assignment. She needed it even more than the others.

      "OK," Smith said, manipulating the hologram with her index fingers. "We start easy: sentience. I'd say yes."

      "Definitely," Resnick said, and Jarvis nodded along.

      "Yes," McNair agreed. "They have art."

      "Well," Jarvis said, drawing the word out as long as she could.

      "It was art," McNair said. "Self-representational art."

      "We're not putting that in the report," Resnick said. "We didn't agree that pile of rocks was art."

      McNair felt her cheeks flaring again but remembered what Lieutenant Rathers had said and taken a deep breath. When she blurted out what she was thinking others found her abrasive and unlikeable. She had to take what she wanted to say and find a way to shape it into something they would want to hear.

      Which was frustrating because part of her brain insisted that she was right and they were wrong and that the only person who needed to agree with her was the person who would be evaluating their report back at Planetary Exploration who surely would agree with her because she was right.

      But this wasn't about being right; it was about bonding with the other cadets. She took another deep breath then found her words. "If you don’t agree that it was art, then by which of the established criteria are you considering them to be sentient?"

      This seemed to stump the others. Resnick and Jarvis both furrowed their brows, but the corner of Smith's mouth turned up ever so slightly. McNair bit her lip, trying to decode that. She knew the other two were trying to find a good rebuttal to her words, but she wasn't sure what Smith was thinking. She seemed amused, but McNair couldn't decide if she found McNair funny, or Resnick and Jarvis still fumbling for a comeback.

      It was probably McNair. Most people found her good for a few laughs.

      "Gut instinct," Jarvis said at last, and Resnick made a big show of nodding like that was precisely what she had been thinking.

      "That's not a criterion," McNair said. "We have criteria for a reason. Gut instinct, that's not a thing."

      "It is totally a thing, and mine is never wrong."

      "She's right we can't put that on the report, though," Smith said. "There's no box to tic for gut instinct. They build homes and live in groups, but lots of nonsentient creatures do that. We have seen no signs of communication-" she looked at them each in turn, and they shook their heads one by one, "-but we all agree they really feel sentient." Now they all nodded. "So let's tic the art box. McNair can write up the backing argument for that, and if anyone wants to write an opposition position, go ahead. But keep in mind without that box ticked, you're going to have to have an alternative reason for why you voted sentient."

      The other two grumbled, but McNair's mind was already racing, collecting bullet points to craft into her argument. The rocks stacked to look like the inhabitants of Sowmyatha had been a crude representation, but the same formation showed up multiple times on the outskirts of every village. It couldn't be a coincidence, and given the more intricate workings of their home structures, the crudeness had to be deliberate. She couldn't wait to start compiling images to back up her points.

      "Cadets," the pilot said, poking his head into the back of the shuttle where their workstations were. "Meteor shower coming ahead. Pretty heavy, we should avoid that. How soon until you can wrap this up and call your drones home?"

      "We can do that now," Smith said, and they all spun in their chairs to command their swarms to return to the ship free falling through low orbit. Each insect-sized drone had a niche on the belly of the shuttle, and their return was like the patter of rain from below.

      "A few of mine are still on their way," Resnick said when the sound of rain had ceased. She had been assigned the quadrant on the southern-most edge of the testing zone.

      "While we wait," Smith said, "next section of the report: population size. No argument there, let's just pool our data…"

      But the end of her sentence was lost in a double bang, a whoosh of escaping air, the louder bang of the hatch between the body of the shuttle and the cockpit slamming shut, and the sudden loud wail of
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