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      Selena Bennett stood at the large, cold, plastiglass window of the space dock and watched as shuttlecrafts flew to and from the larger spaceship, the Honeycomb. It would be her new home for the next couple of months.

      Thinking about all the supplies the shuttlecrafts were loading onto the ship, she glanced down at her small corduroy bag with only some clothes and essentials in it on the floor beside her. What she brought seemed puny and insignificant considering she was leaving the safety of her planet and heading into the deep unknown.

      She wasn’t even sure what she was doing here yet.

      The night apprentice had awoken her from her sleep and told her to pack a couple days’ worth of clothes and toiletries. They hadn’t said why, but that was common enough for a new mission so she hadn’t questioned it.

      As soon as she got into the waiting helicab, she was flown to Nordek One where she was told that the Assembly of Soulcolists had chosen her for a special mission. Maybe this had been their attempt to get her out into the world. As one of the newest graduates, she hadn’t been assigned anywhere and still lived at the academy. She took a rail shuttle to Nordek Four, where another ticket awaited her for Atmosphere Three, one of the main orbiting ports of entry for Chelious.

      She was already a long way from home now.

      Selena stared at the reflection of the people in the plastiglass. As her hand moved out to touch them, she seemed more solid than any of them. It was almost as if she was looking at them through the veil of another world or dimension. She caught her smile at her reflection, a dangerous thing for a soulcolist to do.

      Was this what it felt like to be one of the mythical Black Nights?

      Her left hand sought the pouch hanging at her side to feel once more for the book that was inside, her ill-gotten treasure. She still couldn't believe that she had taken it from the library after being summoned for this mission. The book’s energy had called to her. Sneaking down to the library, she had found the door unlocked and the protected case within the restricted area unsecured as well, like the book wanted her to steal it away. She had locked both doors upon leaving knowing that it would take longer for the missing book to be discovered. She wondered if it had been her own energy or someone, or something else's energy which had allowed her access into the library.

      The fabled Black Nights.

      She had always longed to know more. Now being away from the Academy, she could study at her leisure. If the guilt didn't stop her first. She longed to take the book out now, but didn’t dare. Who knew who watched her from the shadows? Would one of these ordinary people that reflected in the glass know exactly what the book was and how dangerous it was to be carrying outside? How much trouble would they know that she was in if she were caught with the book?

      None, she reminded herself firmly. These people were mundanes who didn't even like soulcolists, let alone believe in the fabled Black Nights. As far as the rest of the world was concerned, no one could manipulate energy unless it was magic, or gather the souls of the dead like a soulcolist. That was the extent of the acceptance of these people. They would probably think her book nothing but fiction.

      Who knew? Maybe it was.

      To get her mind off the book and out of her past crime, she focused on being here in the present. She pulled her tablet out and opened her files.

      While being transported to Atmosphere Three, she’d been given briefing documents on the spaceship she was to board as part of her mission. The Honeycomb looked just like the picture.

      With its wings closed, the diamond class ship looked more like a piece of paper, but when it opened up its wings and took on its diamond formation, the honeycomb material of its wings were designed to catch the solar light of every star around it to power the ship. The Honeycomb had been running testing missions, but on the last mission the science crew found something that had justified calling her in. The file hadn’t given any details, but for space explorers to want help from her kind of people, it must be of scary importance.

      It meant someone was dead. Correction: it meant a lot of people must be dead.

      “You must be the soulcolist,” a gruff, unfriendly voice said behind her.

      Selena didn’t turn, but rather looked at the man’s reflection on the plastiglass. “I am,” she answered. “My name is—“

      “I don’t need to know your name,” he interrupted. “Knowing what you do is more information than I ever want to know. Is that clear?”

      “Yes sir.” If he had no desire to know her name, so be it. He wouldn’t be the first mean-spirited person she’d encountered. She doubted he would be the last. Chances were good that he wouldn’t want her to know his name either, at least not until that moment when he was about to die. But she already did know his name; it had been listed in her report. She figured he was better off not knowing that. “Are you the captain?”

      “I am.” He paused for a moment. “Is it true that you are a pure lander and that you’ve never been off-world before?”

      She tried not to tremble now. “It is.” She held her voice steady. “My feet have never left Chelious until I was brought to Atmosphere Three.”

      He sighed behind her. A moment later, she saw a Rendic bill flapping by her shoulder. “Buy yourself a Nagorian shawl. You’ll want it when you get aboard.”

      “Won’t it be warm enough on the Honeycomb?” She was pretty sure that spaceships had some sort of climate control systems, otherwise they would be unbearable to live in for months at a time.

      “Yeah,” the captain replied, “but without the proper mental training before going off-world, let’s just say that people have found the void awfully cold.” He dropped the paper bill as if he didn’t want to touch her at all.

      She caught the money and the part of her that was offended wanted to shove it back in his face. Fortunately, she knew that people who were good at their jobs generally didn’t give out advice lightly to someone. They certainly didn’t pass money along with it, especially to someone like her. Her report had said that Captain Drakely was one of the best. “Thank you. I’ll do that.”

      “I will meet you aboard the ship. Wait for me in the bay. The fewer of my crew that know you are aboard the first week out, the better we’ll all feel.”

      "Excuse me, sir, but why do you want me on this expedition?" She still didn't understand why they would want a soulcolist on this trip. "I’ve never set foot in space, let alone traveled in the orbit of this planet. Certainly there are people more qualified than I am. I just don't know why you would want me to go out on the Honeycomb." The report hadn’t said so, but Selena had the distinct feeling that she had been specifically requested.

      "I have my reasons. And I quite frankly don't wish to share them right now. You'll find out soon enough. Just be on board at 1600 hours."

      The captain turned and walked away. Selena watched the man stride off until his reflection faded from view. She felt more confused and conflicted than ever. Why her? Why this trip on an experimental ship? She just didn't understand.

      She looked at the money in her hand, then to her shabby corduroy satchel on the floor and again realized that she really hadn't brought much with her. A shawl wouldn't be a bad idea. With one last glance at the Honeycomb out the window, knowing it would soon be her home, she turned and headed toward the shops at the spaceport.
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      As it neared 1600 hours Selena boarded the shuttlecraft and headed toward the Honeycomb. While the shuttlecraft pilot had greeted her and given her a warm welcome, the rest of the crew members for the Honeycomb that rode across with her didn't even look in her direction.

      At least not enough to meet her eyes.

      She did catch a couple of wary glances. Were they just as curious as to why she was on this mission as she was? Did they hope she was on the wrong shuttle? What rumors would begin now? She knew why her presence made them uncomfortable. Most people reacted that way toward her, toward her profession.

      Lack of human companionship was the first schooling given by the instructors to the soulcolist trainees. They encouraged apprentices not to even make friends among the other soulcolists just to harden them for being an outcast of society. Some novices found that harder than others.
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