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ONE

Faven

Faven Sythe was told two lies on the day her mother’s organs finished crystallizing. The first was an updated work assignment. The banal notice only reached her because she’d flagged the name attached. It told her that Ulana Valset, Faven’s mentor, had been reassigned to Amiens Station. A mere microdot of an orbital on the lacy edges of the galactic center. There, Ulana would train younger navigators—as she had once trained Faven—until the crystallization took her.

Alone in her rooms high in the Spire, Faven touched the petrified cheek of her mother’s corpse. She had chosen a gentle position in which to spend eternity, kneeling upon the floor with her arms cradled across her stomach, as if rocking a babe.

Soon Faven would have to alert the architects that her mother had fully succumbed. That the last vestiges of her skin had transmuted to scales of aquamarine, and at long last, even the irises of her eyes had switched from dusky umber to the teal glow of the cryst. Faven kissed her mother’s forehead, the mineral scales smooth and cold beneath her lips. A small patch of scale already marred the corner of Faven’s own mouth, bracketing her smile and tugging at the skin when she laughed.

“I’ll see you moved to the Rosette Pond,” Faven said. “Where you can watch the gleamfish swim. I promise.”

She did not tell the corpse of her mother that the order would be sent remotely, and that Faven would not be there to see the enshrinement done. The statue kneeling on Faven’s floor was just that—a statue. A memory. Her mother’s consciousness had long since transmuted to light. Her mother had become a star.

Faven wrapped a plain grey cloak around herself and flipped the hood up to hide the shining web of sapphires that veiled her hair and shoulders.

That her mentor had been sent to Amiens was a lie as pretty as the lustrous corpse kneeling on soft velvets in Faven’s sitting room. Faven’s world was constructed of such lies, the dull solder between shining panes of cryst-glass. Most of the time she did not see those lies, for she did not care to look.

But when Ulana had last left Votive City, there had been tension in her eyes. An anxious clutching in the long fingers of hands armored with the aquamarine blue scales of cryst that eventually took all those who walked the paths between the stars. After leaving, Ulana had stopped answering all attempts to contact her.

And so, Faven had snooped. A grave sin. A terrible violation. The paths a navigator wove were sacred, the creative expressions of their very souls.

Ulana Valset’s soul led her into the dark.

Faven had been certain she was incorrect. That in spying upon the starpath Ulana wove into the lightdrive of her ship, Faven had somehow corrupted it. When you live steeped in lies, you grow used to telling them to yourself.

Ulana’s route did not go to Amiens Station. It led into the Clutch. A dark fist of a dyson sphere seized around a whimpering star. It was the graveyard of their predecessors. An expanse of rubble held sacred only because it was the last known concretion of the technological artifacts of the cryst, the ancient species whose leftover research had given the navigators their art.

A place of reverence. A place for dying. And all that technology was as dead as its progenitors. Save the Black Celeste.

A rumor. A fairy tale. A derelict ship called the Black Celeste was very real, but the stories that clung to it breathed mystery into its dead walls. Young navigators titillated one another with stories of it waking up. Of its halls filled with the spectral shapes of the cryst. Sometimes, the young navigators would whisper, you could see a light inside, burning. Sometimes that light moved.

The stories had fascinated Faven when she was too young to have learned that the unknown was a lot less scary than the ugly truths of the world.

Ulana’s starpath was a twisted, frayed thing. A jumbling of punch-through points and scrambled orbital grooves. But its intended terminus was clear, for the Black Celeste was the only known structure within the Clutch said to move outside of orbital drift, and the path accounted for such a possibility.

Ulana had gone into a ghost story, and Faven couldn’t even ask her why. But the second lie, well. That might have something to tell her after all.

Faven skimmed the other message—the ugly, clumsy lie. It was simple enough. A contract offered, with saccharine platitudes, for Navigator Sythe’s services in weaving a starpath into the lightdrive of a merchant vessel that wanted to transport quartz wine from Votive City to Orvieto Station.

Faven knew that she was coddled. That her thirty-six years of life had slipped by wrapped in fine silks studded with gemstones. But she was not uninformed on matters of commerce. Quartz wine was plentiful in Orvieto Station, and the fee involved in her weaving a custom path would far outweigh any profit. The merchant wished to meet to discuss the matter in a sector of the docks known for dark-dealing. A place infested with the pirates that plagued the skies presided over by the Choir of Stars.

Faven was being fished.

The hubris of such a thing, to bait your hook for the mouth of a god, amused her. But the Choir of Stars would not tell her about the Black Celeste. Would not tell her why her mentor had gone into the dark.

Ulana wasn’t the only one to have disappeared in recent years, and the Choir refused to answer the questions of those who’d gone looking for their loved ones. No, Ulana was not the first. She was merely the first that Faven cared about.

She’d lost two mothers on the same day, and she was so very weary of being lied to. Pirates, while not known for their honesty, made a habit of scavenging the Clutch. That baited hook might very well possess the answers she sought.

Faven had not been born of her mother’s womb. She’d been a shard of sacred cryst that had grown beneath her mother’s skin and then been plucked free to be nurtured into a woman, or something like a woman.

When she closed her eyes, she and the other cryst-born could read the paths between the stars. Find the secret ways through the fabric of the universe and teach them to the lightdrives of ships. Sometimes, the navigators saw other things when they closed their human eyes.

She was no auger. No farseer nor futurespinner. If a confidant were ever to ask her if she believed in fate or magic, she would scoff like all the rest of her kin. Their craft was trade. Travel. Gods of commerce and expansion, and the rest was fairy-whispers.

But they all had their little quirks. Some cryst-born heard notes of music when they charted their paths. Discordant vibrations that warned them off dangerous routes and sweet notes for safer shores. So common was the phenomenon that they named their governing council for it—the Choir of Stars.

Faven saw light. Shades of color guiding her way, illuminating secret pitfalls to her as she worked paths between gravitational grooves. When she closed her eyes and meditated upon Ulana’s lie, she saw an empty space in her future. A violet-soaked nightmare of a moment, red-shifted, rushing closer.

She conjured the fishing message to mind and was filled with the wavering glow of indigo. Safe, perhaps, though eager to shift into the dangerous realm of violet, if she was not careful. A static moment. A moment she could take, or leave, while the other came for her all the same.

In the end, it was no choice at all.

Faven summoned a travel censer and went to be kidnapped by pirates.
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