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        For Victoria.

        No one has ever believed in me so completely,

        so unshakably.

      

        

      
        Here’s to more long car rides where I ramble

        about characters from other worlds.
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      A year ago, I sat with parents as their child died of plague. A single unasked question rang through those long hours in an unending refrain; the silence after his last breath had carried a finality that might have been mistaken for relief.

      The air in the church tonight held the same tortured waiting, the same question. Bleak-eyed churchgoers held hushed conversations, filled with wringing hands and shaking heads. The pews were half-full, the most I’d seen in years, but nothing to the standing-room crowd I remembered from the months after I’d first arrived in Ymrit.

      Desperation could wear the skin of faith, but it never fit well.

      I looked past the congregation to the large, blunt bricks of wine-dark redstone. Sculpted in relief against the walls, the chains felt at home. Long lines of the links stretched to the back wall, where they wound along the floor toward the raised slab serving as a dais. Its grey slate was solid as any foundation, immovable as a cornerstone.

      A barbed spike, tall as my waist and wrist-thick, surged upward through the center of the slab, easier than a nail might have driven through lumber. Spindly cracks ran the length of the stone, all centered around the wound the spike had made.

      The Anchor. Focusing on it brought an ache to my eyes. The many candles around the dais cast shadows of the spike dancing on a shallow pool of honeyed liquid springing from the center of the dais.

      Around me, churchgoers shuffled out of the sanctuary. Evening light from the antechamber seeped away as the heavy rosewood doors shut. High Cantor Araz stepped down the aisle between high-backed pews; I expected him to stop beside me, but he passed by to approach the dais.

      The Cantor’s copper skin had leathered with age, but he stood as straight-backed and alert as I. His robes were scarlet as my scarf; their golden scrollwork brought chains to mind. Like all members of the Church, he wore iron shackles around each wrist. Links of chain trailed to scrape dryly against the floor.

      Almost without realizing it, I turned a shackle around one wrist. Little more than an iron circlet, its links barely clinking against each other. Though I’d worn them long enough that their chafing floated beneath my notice, I’d only earned the four.

      My fingers paused at the third. I’d never been able to figure whether it had been for my efforts in the outer city during the plague, or for sitting with the parents of that dying boy.

      “Join me,” the Cantor ordered, drawing me from my reflection.

      He didn’t speak to me. Instead, he stepped to the very foot of the dais. An arthritic hand reached out, and his finger made contact with the sharp point of the Anchor. A spot of blood sprang to the surface, gathered, and then finally dripped into the pool, clouding the gold where it had hit. Ripples rose to a lapping wave against the stone and fell back to peace as the droplet clouded and spun and dispersed.

      The thoughtless ease with which the Cantor retrieved a cloth from his pocket and dabbed it to his finger spoke of years of long practice.

      The ache behind my eyes had grown as I’d focused on the blade-keen edge of the Anchor. My first finger had calloused on its tip, so I pricked my second instead. The substance swallowed three drops hungrily before I wrapped a cloth of my own against the wound. For a moment, as the drops hit, the lines of the Anchor glowed in the same sunset and amber of my blood mingling below.

      “As long as one suffers, I suffer,” The Cantor murmured.

      “As long as one is chained, I am chained.”

      My reverence at my god’s promise hadn’t eroded from repetition. Instead, with every drop of blood spilled, and every repeated uttering, I stepped closer to understanding the magnitude of its oath. Like an insect’s understanding of the weather.

      My god shared in the shackles and bleeding of its people, and even offered freedom from Horror through the strength of the Lances. How could a single lifetime suffering for others begin to compare? An eternity trapped in Horror shrank before its unending sacrifice.

      The silence stretched on. I could almost feel Cantor Araz’s reluctance in the set of his shoulders; he waited in safety, hoping I would go away. I could wait no more.

      “Olmia has fallen.”

      The Cantor’s shoulders sagged; for a moment he looked like the old man he was, rather than the ageless teacher from my youth. “I was going to tell you tonight, child. I’m sorry.”

      My shrug was a lie. The pain twisting my features might have been from the Anchor’s sharpness against my eyes. “High Cantor, it’s time for me to be raised to Lance. Out there, I can serve our god.”

      “You can serve it here.” He hesitated on the verge of saying more; I watched the same points he’d used in the past die before they could leave his mouth. “There are other ways to lessen suffering, child. You’ve made soup for the poor. Tended to the ill.” His eyes found my shackles, the link I was still absentmindedly turning. “Comforted the dying. And you will keep doing so.”

      High Cantor Araz had given his answer. The conversation ended here. No one argued with the High Cantor, least of all a lonely Page.

      “I could have stayed within the Church’s walls, preparing poultices and brewing tea, during the plague. But was that the best way to serve? Was that what earned this link?” I flicked my chains. “You taught me yourself: Look always to the cause. And the suffering outside the walls is only a symptom. The Horrors must be ended. The lands freed.”

      The High Cantor’s hand settled on my shoulder, and he turned us from the Anchor. The ache in my eyes caused by the Anchor gradually faded, as the Cantor weighed each word. “Let me explain a different way. At some point, when you were treating the child, you knew that poultices and tea weren’t going to save him.”

      “Yes, his eyes--”

      “What I’m saying, child, is that your duty called you to comfort the parents more than treat the child. Sometimes it is too late for treatment.”

      Realization was like standing at the cliff’s edge. Speaking was like jumping. “You’re not just talking about the child. You believe the world is dying.”

      “I believe that sometimes... Sometimes, our duty is to bring comfort.”

      Disbelief curdled on my tongue. “You know who’s comforted? The parents of the children who never got sick. Because the Church protected them. As we’re sworn to. As only we can.”

      “Can we, Page?” For a moment I saw the Lance that had freed four fallen lands in a single year. My teacher. My hero. The set of his jaw made his next words all the more astonishing. “The time of Lances has passed. Each blade lost only proves it further. We should focus on keeping those within the walls fed and healthy. Those in the outer city, too, if we can manage it. Protect who we can. Persevere, while we can.”

      “And leave the world trapped in a nightmare, forever. Because ignoring our duty is more comforting, even as Horror eats its way to our very doorstep!”

      I was in his face. In the High Cantor’s face. I’d all but called him a coward. And I’d meant it.

      I swallowed, preparing for reprimand, preparing for pot scrubbing or floor sweeping. Not preparing an apology.

      High Cantor Araz didn’t look angry. He looked tired.

      “So be it.”
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      There were many doors in the ancient church, but tonight, the one that the High Cantor waited for me in front of was the only one that mattered.

      In the same way that the upper floors wrapped around the sanctuary, the basement--mostly storerooms and serving quarters--wrapped around a larger center. Unlike the sanctuary, whose many doors let out into the halls on every side, only one door let in to the chamber at the church’s core. A door of stone, carved with chains that met at a hand-tall recess in the shape of an Anchor.

      I’d walked past the door a hundred times, always wondering what lay within. Speaking of its contents or what took place therein was forbidden. In my lessons, I learned one thing about whatever lay ahead: Pages entered, and Lances left. As long as I had lived at the church, to the best of my knowledge, the door had remained unopened.

      Handing me the lantern he’d brought; the High Cantor retrieved a golden pendant from a chain around his neck. A hand tall, in the shape of an Anchor, it fit into the recess smoothly. As it clicked into place, another click from somewhere within the door sounded, and the door opened with the scrape of stone on stone. Cantor Araz claimed the key and tucked it away, ushering me through the arched doorway ahead of him. He pushed the door shut behind us.

      Beyond was a stairway leading down.

      The walls and stairs were the same gray slate as the altar, smooth, solid, eternal. As though it was carved from one whole. The closed space of the stairwell would have made some pages panic, but I hardly noticed. What bothered me was the quiet. As if the passage weren’t part of the church, or even part of our world.

      I tried to track how far we descended. Four stories? Five? Nothing punctuated the steps. No railings, landings, or turnings, no torches or candles or even rushes.

      The silence had a weight, a substance. It refused to break; I opened my mouth more than once, but words always died in my throat.

      That was it. It was a deathly quiet. The quiet of a crypt, of a stone sarcophagus. The living could only ever trespass here.

      I had almost convinced myself that the steps would continue forever when they ended. My first step on even ground was into a chamber not much larger than those the Church allowed its Pages.

      On the far side of the chamber, alabaster pillars separated this room from more darkness ahead. They were unlike any I had seen before, wider around at the base and thin at the top, almost like giant fangs sprouting from some monstrous jaw.

      My next step landed atop rugs made from bands of brightly-colored wool, braided together in intricate knots. Memory made me smile; the first task a Page was given, before being allowed to begin training, was to braid such a rug. Most of the floor was covered in them, arranged and overlaid to dazzle the eye. There must have been a hundred. But what were they doing here?

      The walls were covered in a breathtaking fresco. Hundreds of creatures crowded every inch. Some looked almost like animals from our world—I thought I saw a bear with a great eagle’s wings, and a crocodile standing upright—but most had too many body parts or too few, seemingly plucked at random from other creatures. It hurt my head to imagine how some of them might move, and some did not look like living creatures at all. Were these an artist’s rendition of Horrors?

      They all shared one thing in common. All of them—or all with a discernible front—faced outward, as though watching me. I shivered, tearing my eyes away.

      Benches lined the walls, the same rosewood as the pews aboveground. In fact, this room could have been a twin to the antechamber in the main building.

      Did that make the room beyond the pillars another sanctuary? And if so, why would our church need two?

      I’d expected the High Cantor to pause here, to try one more time to change my mind. But instead he passed me by as I looked around the room and stepped out beyond the pillars.

      I started to follow, but at the bottom of the handful of steps beyond the pillars, something drew me up short. As Cantor Araz swept down one side of the room, following a back wall, I tried to identify what stirred the hairs on my neck.

      The room seemed boundless, the lantern light a tiny, frail thing, in danger of being snuffed by the darkness. But it wasn’t the room’s size that set me on edge. The air trembled against my skin from distant movement. I caught a sound the next time, too slight, too far away, and yet too immense, to make sense of. Another. And another. Almost continuous.

      I didn’t want to be alone.

      Quickening my pace to make up for my hesitation, I caught up with Cantor Araz. Together, we reached a stone brazier as wide around as my outstretched arms, covered in markings. The bottom of the bowl was filled with a viscous liquid—lantern oil?—and a waist-high lever sprouted near the base, metal gleaming in the lantern light as if new and freshly-oiled. I looked over my shoulder at the unknown darkness. It would take a lot more than one brazier to light this chamber.

      The High Cantor braced himself with both hands on the lever, and strained, his face lined with effort. Just as I was about to ask if he needed help, the lever finally made a sound, like teeth grinding, and gave way.

      A dry scrape was followed by a spark at the very bottom of the bowl, and the oil burst into flame. A heartbeat later, fire burst in a dozen other places, casting the chamber into brightness.

      “How?” I managed, throwing a hand over my eyes. Squinting, I looked at Cantor Araz, but he didn’t answer. Instead, through slitted eyes, he looked toward the center of the room.

      My eyes followed, and all my questions about the brazier fell away.

      Chains as thick as my forearm lined walls and ceiling and floor, winding about the many thin, fluted columns on either side of the chamber. They all traced inward, toward a being in the middle of the room.

      Naked, hairless, slender yet rippling with muscles, the form looked almost human at one glance, and incomprehensible at the next. It was a good ten times my height, tall enough for its head to scrape the domed ceiling, were it not on what appeared to be knees. Four arms along its sides and two on its back were held outstretched in different directions by the chains.

      A bulbous head lacked ears or nose or mouth. Instead, one great, round eye took up half of its face. On either side and above, smaller eyes swiveled to view the room, but the primary eye was still, cloudy in a way that brought cataracts to mind. But then that head turned, that great eye looked at me, and invisible finger rifled through the pages of my mind. Everything I had been or done, said or thought, lifted like ink onto fingertips. Tendril-like antennae atop its head twitched.

      Wounds lined its body; thin, angular shapes. A language? And Anchors spiked through its skin along each shackle, holding them in place. Liquid seeped from each of its countless wounds, gold and orange, catching the light so it seemed to glow.

      The pool around its legs rippled in patterns that did not always match the rhythm of the dripping or its occasional incidental movements.

      Ichor. Golden lifeblood of The Chained God.

      “Terrifying, is it not?”

      Heat bloomed on my face as I turned to the Cantor. For a moment, I’d forgotten he existed.

      He wasn’t looking at me, though. “When I first saw it, I feared I’d wet myself. What a start to my journey that would have been.”

      I nodded, trying and failing to summon a smile.

      As I’d gazed into its eye, something had skittered in the recesses of my mind. Not thought, not memory, not reason. Something chittering in the dark.

      Looking at it made my head hurt like a muscle overextended, but I found my eyes drawn to it every time I pulled them away. And every time it looked into me, I grew more certain. Something sat behind the cloud of that eye. Intelligence. Awareness. Intention. Immense enough to swallow the lights of the sky.

      I forced myself to examine the room further.

      The chamber shared most of its dimensions with the sanctuary above, but must have stretched half again as tall, its domed ceiling shrouded in shadows. Along both sides of the chamber a little under halfway up the walls, a handful of braziers blazed.

      How had they been lit? To my eyes, nothing connected the one beside us to those on the walls. I had heard nothing to indicate a mechanism, or fire moving beneath the floor or in the walls, and even if there had been, it would not have moved so quickly.

      My mind took refuge in the mystery. Mundane as it was in comparison to the being before me, it softened the sudden sensation of falling that engulfed me.

      The walls were all the same stone as the tunnel had been, carved floor to ceiling along the expanse with the same sorts of runes that had been cut into the being. The floor ceased to be slate as it drew nearer to the giant figure. A circle of ground, half the width of the room, in a shallow bowl around the being like shores of a lake, was wine-dark redstone. Runes made an inward spiral toward the being, growing ever smaller and more intricate; where it dipped beneath the surface of the Ichor, they ceased to be discernible shapes and almost seemed a single texture.

      “High Cantor,” I said. The words refused to form. I found myself stammering. “Our god has been below our feet? My entire life?” I didn’t quite say aloud that he’d lied all these years by not telling me, but Cantor Araz nodded as though he’d heard.

      He walked before me, closer to our god, drawing my attention to the six redstone daises standing like crenellations between us and it. “Child, for those such as you and I, people of true faith, seeing our god is a revelation. Are you not awed by the vastness in its gaze?”

      I had no words. Again Cantor Araz nodded as though I had spoken my thoughts. As though my thoughts were more than a roiling, senseless mass.

      “But we both know that there are churchgoers who only believe while they bleed. People of half-faith, clinging to children’s stories. People who only wish to see what they expect. People who could never accept the truth.”

      “The truth?” I watched the Ichor ripple, dance as if stirred by winds on distant shores.

      “Our god is not finite. Trivial. Human.” In the Cantor’s mouth, human was an insult.

      I nodded. I didn’t have the courage for more.

      The Cantor gestured to the daises, topped by waist-tall stands. Five of the platforms stood empty; without waiting for my assent, Cantor Araz approached the second-last dais.

      A sword stood from a fixture along the side of the dais. Gold-capped and ringed in silver, the black of the hilt looked ridged, as if to remain secure when slick. Fitted along the side was a black-and-silver open-ended sheath with hard leather straps and steel buckles.

      Atop the podium, a rune-etched silver flask stood against one side, beside a long needle. And near the center sat a book. Thick, hard-backed and leather-bound, the book was worked with designs in gold and silver and embossed with more of that strange script.

      As a child, I’d thought the blades were the most important equipment of a Lance. It was they that allowed a Lance to destroy the source of Horror, after all. To draw all of the madness that blackened the world into themselves, freeing the land from its suffering.

      But without the flask’s healing, without the book’s binding, without the Anchor’s cleansing, a Lance would be doomed to fall prey to the Horror as surely as one of its victims. Lost to the madness of the place. Living the same violence and dying the same death, in a loop, forever.

      With the book, Cantor Araz had taught me himself ages ago, death becomes a nuisance.

      The High Cantor lifted the book, his fingers tracing the shapes on the cover as if in memory. “It’s time you learned why I’ve been trying to change your mind, Page.”

      “It is.” I managed to keep the heat out of my voice.

      The Cantor’s wry smile was at odds with his stiff posture. “You know about the fallen Lances.”

      “Of course.” My eyes found the empty daises, each slightly different, but much the same. All empty. One of them, I knew, had been empty for the length of our history. More than one had been lost in the years just before I was born. I couldn’t tell which was which.

      “You know the names of the Lances who have fallen,” Cantor Araz said. “Those that we know, in any case. You likely know every maddening detail there is to know about each one of them.” I shrugged, rather than deny the fact. “But there is one thing that none of your studies have taught you.”

      “Is there?” My eyes strayed toward our god. Was there another world-shifting secret? Another lie of omission?

      Cantor Araz sighed, rubbing a temple. “It is one thing to know something, and another to understand.” The book slapped down on the podium, making me jump. “They were my friends, child.” Cantor Araz’s hand trembled where it sat on the book. “They were my friends. And you…”

      “I’m prepared for the ceremony,” I said, with a conviction I didn’t feel.

      “Are you?”

      “I’ve read the stories. All of them.” I sounded defensive. Petulant.

      Bedtime stories to scare children. And they had scared me. A rune that drove an entire city to suicide. Animals, pet, farm, or wild, growing monstrous and violent, until the town was devoured by sheep and chickens.

      I’d thought I’d known that these were people, not characters in some campfire tale. It had taken the news of Olmia to turn knowledge into a fist of stone in my stomach. To turn my desire to help into a duty I could not shirk. Those sunny, welcoming people, trapped in their Horror, forced to relive their deaths for all time...

      “Stories,” Cantor Araz said.

      “I’ve read the letters Lances wrote. Throughout history, they saved people from unending suffering. You did.”

      The Cantor clicked his tongue. “Have you ever had to murder a child, Page?”

      The question knocked me onto my heels. “No, but—”

      “A child. Sniffling from the cold, begging for help. Her hair matted with dirt and blood. A smear of it along her cheek, where, perhaps, a parent had a single moment of clarity to say goodbye and send her running.” The Cantor’s eyes were dark with memory. “Murdered her. Because what the little girl turns into has already torn out your throat before.”

      “High Cantor…”

      “Have you killed her ten times? A hundred times? Times enough that murdering her becomes just one more task you must accomplish to make progress?” Those eyes, still bleak but now sharp, landed on me.

      “No.”

      “No. I suppose you haven’t. Child, you won’t be forced to do the impossible while you are down in the fallen lands. Not once. Instead, you’ll be forced to do it again, and again, and again, as many times as you die. Each horrifying choice you make, you make a hundred times. It must be such a relief to the struggling Lance, to give in to the madness of a place. Failure is a comfort, when success means torment.”

      “I... I understand.”

      “You know. But you will come to understand, if you are set on this path.”

      I imagined killing that child. Imagined giving a piece of my heart to the darkness I’d need to do that murder.

      Then, I imagined the child alive, wandering forever down the same stretch of muddy village street, crying for parents now dead or monstrous. Turning into a monster herself, and the innocent that child might murder. All of it, again and again, without rest.

      My voice was steady. “As you said, High Cantor. I won’t be dissuaded.”

      The Cantor’s eyes softened. “No, I suppose you won’t.”

      He opened the book and flipped through hundreds of pages. Writing in various languages flitted by, still clean and clear as they might have been before the ink dried. Between the writing were far more pages filled only by strangely-colored dots.

      “You see, a Lance who has returned may write of their experiences here, to whoever might come after. Many have chosen not to, I assume, from the silences between each passage. But some have. I did.”

      “And the dots?”

      “Ah. Here.” The page he stopped on was blank. He set the book down, a ridge along the top keeping the place. “Give me your hand. No, here. On the book.”

      He positioned my hand, palm-up, above the book. My eyes moved to the needle that waited beside the flask. Surely not.

      The High Cantor picked up the flask, a silver container that fit perfectly in his hand, and pulled the lid free. He dipped the needle into the mouth of the flask; when he withdrew it, it was coated in a translucent liquid. Ichor. Before I could comment, he jabbed the needle into my hand.

      With a gasp, I jerked my hand away. The High Cantor didn’t seem to notice. The swift, precise movements belied his arthritic fingers. He held the needle near the very top of the empty page, where a first letter might go. One drop fell from the point and landed, perfect and round, against the page.

      For a moment, I wondered if that was all there was to it. And then my knees buckled, and I almost fell.

      My vision blurred, doubled. The first image crept over the second like the sun setting. I caught myself on the podium, pushed myself straight, as the second image settled smoothly in place.

      As if of its own accord, my head turned, and my eyes met the center eye of my god. As I watched, the cloud over its eye fell away, revealing a dark as deep as the void, and glimmers behind. As if the god, chained below the church, truly had swallowed up the stars. As if it would swallow me up, as well.

      I blinked and was free. The Chained God’s eye was clouded, and its head turned as if it had forgotten about me completely.

      Absentmindedly, I reached for the cloth in my pocket to staunch the sprouting blood from my finger.

      “No,” the Cantor said, yanking the cloth away. He sounded out of breath. “No more of that. Not for you. Drink.” A flask was shoved into my uninjured hand.

      Ichor. My god’s blood.

      I tilted the flask to my lips. The liquid was cool, cloying, like honey on my tongue, with an afterbite like ashes. It spilled down my throat with a fire that smoldered in my chest. The heat sent tendrils throughout my body, making me gasp.

      The heat burned deeper, hotter, in some places. The rawness of my wrists from the shackles, my calf where I’d stretched wrong, the arches of my feet where I’d been standing all day. All seared as though red coals had been buried beneath my flesh.

      But above all else, roots of fire shot down my palm. The pain seared into my bones, bursting stars inside my eyes, as if my hand had been set alight and my bones were kindling.

      And then... the pain was gone. My eyes opened to find my hand clenched, blood seeping between fingers until it threatened to drip. The High Cantor guided my hand open and roughly scrubbed at the blood. Beneath, the wound was gone. My wrists, my calf, even the arches of my feet, all were free from their complaints.

      “The price of our god’s healing,” Cantor Araz said. “All the pain an injury would ever cause, all at once. Perhaps our god can’t spare us that. Or perhaps… Perhaps there are lessons only pain can teach.” The High Cantor frowned, looking at our god. Then, with a smile that never touched the bleakness in his eyes, he said, “Congratulations, Lance.”

      “That’s it?” I asked, as he tucked the cloth away, patted my back. On the page, a single dot glowed a solid sunset orange.

      I’d always imagined ceremony and fanfare, a feast in my honor and flowers thrown at my feet. I’d known that was not the way—my god was not one for such artifice, not when people still suffered. And yet...

      I should have felt different.

      “I’ve presided over too many deaths to celebrate.” He almost sounded ashamed as he said, “I’m glad I’ll not see more.”

      I nodded, blinking back stinging tears. This sword had been the one he’d carried into the fallen lands. His flask. His book. The last of them. If I returned, and someday someone else took up the Lance, I would be the one to show them our god, to perform this binding. And if I didn’t return… Well, the High Cantor wouldn’t be doing this again, in any case.

      Cantor Araz hesitated on the edge of speaking. “In times like these, we search for what hope we can afford. Sometimes our hopes are small, bitter things, clutched in our hands even as they make us bleed.” The confusion must have been clear on my face. He eyed my hand, still stained with blood from the ceremony. “I’d hoped that you’d follow after me one day. That as the next High Cantor, you could bring comfort to our people.”

      He turned from the altar, his chains ringing hollow against the stone.

      “I am following after you,” I said. I opened my mouth, but the words didn’t come. I’d hoped you would be proud.

      He paused but didn’t face me. I watched his shoulders straighten, as though drawing over those human bones the costume of the leader of Ymrit. “Come. You have questions. I may have answers, while there’s still time. I hope you’ll wait until morning, at least, before you set out.”

      Turning for one last look at my god, I wondered if there were any answers that would make my journey easier. My god looked back, its eye blind and all-seeing, vast enough to swallow the cosmos.
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      No one joined me in the sanctuary the next morning. Even the High Cantor had bid me farewell the night before. As I stood near the entrance, working up my courage to approach the shining Anchor, I found myself thinking again of Olmia.

      In the twenty years since my family had fled it, I had returned to Olmia only once, during my studies for the church. Time had dulled the shapes and colors of my memory, but the rush of waves against its beaches, the salt off the sea, and the sun in the sands between my toes, had all felt like home.

      And yet everything else had been strange enough to threaten. Their temples were sandstone and glass, the square links of my god’s chains too harsh and flat for fluted columns and tall arches. My god wasn’t one for such artifice. The Lances they’d celebrated were ones whose names I’d never heard, and their rites had tasted bitter as they fell from my lips.

      The people had been every bit as sunny as the scorching sands and glimmering waves. Not only because of my ties to the Church of Chains. Some of them had looked at me and seen the child on the beach chasing after burrowing crabs. To them, I was family, long assumed lost, welcomed with celebration. I’d remembered those crabs better than the people who had embraced me.

      I’d even sent a letter to the High Cantor, requesting--begging--to be transferred somewhere closer to Ymrit. Closer to home. When he rightfully denied me, I’d completed my studies in a hurry and barely packed enough for the journey before fleeing once more.

      If I ever laid eyes on Olmia again, I’d find an open-air mausoleum among the sand, the buildings sun-bleached and hollow like old bones. My childhood home now housed only Horror. Was it the dead in Olmia or the living in Ymrit that weighed more on my chest?

      The sun streamed in through high unshuttered windows onto empty aisles and vacant pews. The quiet of the old stones was heavier than the distant birdsong, but it wasn’t the patient, peaceful quiet I had come to take for granted. Instead, this morning, it was plaintive. Desperate.

      The leather straps around my torso were an unfamiliar pressure, the blade and sheath a strange weight. The flask hung from around my neck, filled with the Chained God’s Ichor, and the book was nestled in a small pack.

      I was a Lance.

      A giddy part of me wanted to cleave through the air with the sword, like I had with sticks growing up. I’d dreamed of it. Slaying monsters and bringing comfort to the suffering. A hero, like those before me.

      Another part wanted to crawl into a wardrobe and hide, something I’d not done since long before I’d last fought with sticks. In moments I would begin my journey toward one of the countless fallen lands. Toward Horror. Toward fear and madness, violence and death. The High Cantor was right; I didn’t know what awaited me. No one did.

      Was what awaited me the Horror that had consumed Olmia? An entire kingdom, my onetime home. People who had welcomed me like family, even as I sneered at their customs. Whatever madness had consumed Olmia, whatever deaths the people were forced to relive endlessly, they deserved to be freed from it.

      I wanted to believe that was where my god would send me. But that kingdom by the sea was not alone in being tapped in madness and death. Hundreds, thousands of Horrors awaited a Lance to free them, droplets of rain in a storm that would drown the world. No matter where I was sent, the world needed to be reminded that hope wasn’t for our parents, that we hadn’t inherited a slow slipping into darkness. Our god hadn’t abandoned us.

      Retracing my steps from the evening before, I found myself at the foot of the dais. My mind’s eye traced the Anchor down through many feet of redstone and slate, into the tall chamber beneath the church. Down to my god, chained and bleeding.

      The High Cantor was right. There was a stark difference between knowing something, and understanding it. From my first days in the church as a child, I’d been taught that our god had chained itself in solidarity with the fetters of humanity. It suffered so that we would not suffer alone. Knowing was one thing. But seeing the Anchors piercing its flesh… Seeing Ichor trickle from open wounds...

      The world knew that our god was chained. But who else knew it was beneath our very feet? That this Anchor was joined with its very flesh? That by bleeding at this edge, we bled with it?

      I nicked my finger on the point. The pain hardly registered.

      The night before, I had sensed a moment of connection. I had half-seen a light around the Anchor. What I sensed now was the sun to last night’s moon.

      As my blood dripped into the pool of Ichor, the Anchor's lines of metal glinted vermilion. The color of the Anchor throbbed against my skin, like pressing hard on a new bruise. I could have found the Anchor in the dark by following the pain.

      Another pressure stabbed at me, distant but far more painful. I turned toward the unbroken winestone of the cathedral, past the great city of Ymrit, beyond fields and forests. Beyond my memory of maps or travels, a crosshatch of crimson lines like those of the Anchor reached out to bite into my mind like a straight razor.

      The fallen land.

      Not Olmia. The knowledge, instant and sure, churned in my gut. Saving Olmia was what I needed. But it was another place, almost in the exact opposite direction, that my god needed me to go. Somewhere even closer.

      I’d known that the fallen lands had been expanding for centuries. Scholars in the church were filled with impotent outrage that it ate at us in small bites, as though the world were an apple. Nonetheless, I hadn’t expected Horror to sit within a week’s easy walk.

      The dead in Olmia had turned the concept of those lost in Horror into a pressing reality. Now, I found that those dead felt more real, more pressing, than whatever awaited for me at my god’s bidding.

      My god’s gifts were on me, now. The abilities of a Lance, at my fingertips. Could I ignore the call, like a razor’s touch, from the place my god wanted me? Could I instead try to free the kingdom of sand and waves? Could I ignore the command of my god?

      As soon as I had the thought, I recoiled from it. Traitorous. Blasphemous. Selfish. Faithless and foolish. My god had chosen my destination for a reason. Perhaps I would save even more people from even greater suffering than whatever darkness loomed in Olmia. I would never know if I disobeyed. And if I fell forever, I would rather do it in service than in dereliction.

      After another sip of Ichor, after another moment of agony beyond bearing as the nick on my fingertip healed, and after refilling my flask at the altar, I left the sanctuary.

      The rest of the church seemed almost as quiet as the sanctuary had been. No churchgoers or petitioners, no pages running along on tasks ordered by their betters, no sounds or smells of breakfast. The church seemed to be a single entity, holding its breath.

      Was my god holding its breath?

      Leaving the church, I nodded goodbye to a guard I knew by sight but not by name. The chain and Anchor of the church seemed fitting on tabards over steel breastplates. In a way, I supposed, I was a soldier, too.

      The heat of summer hadn’t quite struck the day, and the mountain air provided just enough bite to be refreshing. Ymrit was alive and bustling. I drank in the noise of daily life, children playing, people laughing. The troubles eating at the larger world had not touched here.

      Townsfolk knew my outfit, recognized the blade. Children cheered as I once might have cheered. Being looked at as a hero felt unreal, impossible. Adults smiled and clapped, but with a shadow over their features. They had to know that none of the Lances had been successful in thirty years. Seeing me would make them think of the fallen lands, of the suffering therein, of their own helplessness. I quickened my step. Following the broad avenue east, it didn’t take me long to reach the city walls.

      The East Gate opened to masses pleading for food, pleading for medicine, pleading for entrance. Pleading for hope. Despite my own work and that of dozens like me, there was never enough of anything they sought.

      Clothes that had once been fine could no longer be told from clothes that had never been but rags. I could only discern the once-rich, sometimes, by loose skin that starved-away fat had left sagging. For a short time, even poverty favored the rich. But all too soon, the outer city taught that the only real prosperity was a bed for children and breakfast in the morning.

      Seeing my clothes, a woman with tangled, unwashed hair and clothes hanging off thin shoulders pushed a child toward me; the child sniffed, his eyes too wide, but didn’t cry. “Please, Page. My boy will serve. Take him back with you!”

      A dozen other cries from a dozen desperate parents followed, children pushed forward whether too old to be pledged as a page or nearly too young to walk.

      My face stung as if slapped. I opened my mouth to speak, but one of the guards manning the gate turned the woman away, then addressed all the parents at once.

      “The Lance is on official business.” A hush fell over the crowd at the word Lance; a hundred faces took in the sword on my back. Cheers went up from a scattered handful, but mostly I received the same quiet evaluation as those inside the city, the same unspoken fear. “You know that’s not how it works, anyway. Wait for the Pledging if you’re certain.”

      He nodded to me, his silver-and-gold mustache curving in a smile, and nodded in return. Denying their children a chance to become a page was hard, even if only until Sixthday. Looking into the child’s eyes, seeing my own face reflected, I’d seen Cantor Araz, still straight-backed in middle-age, towering over me. I’d heard the same cries from my mother’s lips, the same offer of service.

      The High Cantor had remembered me come Pledging. Sometimes I wondered where I’d be if not for his pity. Out here beyond the gates, I supposed, in whatever Outer City room we had managed that week.

      No one offered me their children now. Out of respect? Or because wherever I was going, it suddenly wasn’t so sure to be better than the threat of starving? The guards started to make an opening for me through the throng, but the people didn’t need any encouragement. They parted like great doors opening.

      I kept my hand on the strap of my small pack as I moved through the opening, mindful of the tug from a would-be thief, but there was no need. No one came within arm’s reach, even if they had to press back painfully against the rest of the crowd. Like great doors, the crowd closed behind me, once I was well and truly into the Outer City.

      Ymrit was a city of eras, cluttered and unclear at first glance. But studying the rings of fallen trees told tales of disease and injury and surveying layers of a cliff face was like looking back through time. The history of Ymrit, too, could be gleaned, if one knew how to read it.

      The Church predated the city. It was easy to see how, at first in a sprawl and then through planning, the city had sprouted from it. The outer walls were a final statement of Ymrit’s stability.

      The streets just beyond the city’s walls might have been mistaken for a normal town fallen on hard times. Wooden buildings stood tall and wide, thatch roofs tended just well enough not to fail. Boarding houses for thousands of refugees drawn to the promise of safety in the city’s shadow. The Outer City had existed for decades.

      Beyond were buildings like the same painting from a less talented hand. The roughshod, haphazard and sometimes slumped houses were crammed so close together that they seemed to lean into each other over slender alleyways. Looking at them made me suddenly aware of scars and callous from summer weeks helping to build them. Ugly as they were, every room meant more people not sleeping in tents or in the open.

      This section of the Outer City told tales of a Church overwhelmed but still revered. A city that still bound itself to feeding and clothing and housing those outside its walls, to lessen suffering, even as Horror spread. Helping those suffering was not a charity for our own distraction. It was a guideline, to be clutched all the tighter as light faded.

      These buildings, and the thousands of refugees from kingdoms collapsed from the strain of Horror, had only existed in my lifetime. In another couple weeks, I might have been called to help build more.

      Ahead, the camps rolled in amorphous masses for miles. An ever-growing, ever-changing city of new arrivals. A place where murders were done over hard bread or tattered blankets.

      Cities fell to madness forever. Kingdoms collapsed. Treaties burned and taxes withered. Trade was a rare treasure. The world had slid gradually, but ever more swiftly, out of balance. Hope was wounded on the roadside, bleeding, breaking itself further just to breathe, just to move.

      It was visiting the refugees out among the tents, seeing the final flat dark of hope dying in their eyes, that broke me. Every day we left people starving or huddled in the rain was another failure.

      But the dread at facing them wasn’t why I stopped a few streets from those outer fringes, at what stood for a pub. New arrivals sometimes came with money, and always with a need to forget what they’d seen.

      The Crystal Tower was as carelessly constructed as any other building. It had been a storehouse for excess grain, back when we’d had excess. Despite having windows cut out of the sides, drinking here still felt like trespassing. Its floor was rough planks, its seats empty boxes, its tables nailed together hunks of warped wood. The bar at the back, at least, was sanded, but the swill they sold resembled mead as much as the lopsided mugs resembled proper glasses.

      Near one window, an old man and an older woman argued good-naturedly, out of the way, as a middle-aged woman I thought I recognized scrubbed the tables clean. Everyone glanced my way once, started to resume what they were doing, and then fell still as they looked again.

      If the man scrubbing the mugs noticed their reactions, he didn’t show it. Chavor’s eyebrows rose when he saw me, but by the time I reached the bar, his face held a real warmth. “How’ve you been? Haven’t seen you since last fall. If you’re looking for…”

      Had it really been almost a year since I’d last seen her? Shame burned along my jaw, up my cheeks, stinging my eyes. Chavor had stopped talking, I realized, his eyes fixed on the hilt sticking over my shoulder. Glad for the distraction, I turned so he could get a better look.

      Even as Chavor spoke, his face seemed pulled between different emotions. Relief? Fear? Envy? Gratitude? “Does that make you brave or foolish?”

      Coming from anyone else, the question would have been an insult. “It makes me desperate,” I said, in a voice the others in the pub wouldn’t overhear. “I read your resignation. What, six years later? And the High Cantor still complains about your wasted potential so often, I thought I’d see why. You called it A City in Chains?”

      “I was trying to be poetic.” Chavor chuckled, an almost defiant sound. Nodding to the sword at my back, he said, “Succeed or fail, you’re braver than I.”

      “I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t considered following in your footsteps.” Leaving the Church to pursue my own way of easing suffering, I meant, but I looked around the room. “I wouldn’t know the first thing about running a pub.”

      Chavor leaned close. “Neither do I.”

      I smiled, but it was short-lived. I couldn’t avoid the reason I was here forever. “It looks like she’s not in?”

      He sighed. “No. Sorry. She hasn’t worked here in a while. Less people can afford drinks, with...everything happening.”

      “Do you know where she’s staying?”

      “No.” His brow knitted. “What do you want me to tell her if I see her?”

      I tapped my fingers on the bar, uncertain. “Nothing,” I said finally. “Thanks anyway, Chavor.”

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t help. I’ll pray for you at the Anchor.”

      I waved goodbye.

      As I turned to leave, a thought hounded me: it had been almost a year since I’d seen my mother.

      After she had given me to the Church, I’d seen her every week. Her smiles had been fragile things, frozen and cracking. Soon she’d come once a month, and then on feastdays. By the time I’d started learning the sword, she’d stopped coming altogether; I’d only seen her on my trips to the Outer City.

      Even then, there’d been a wall between us, built from decisions she’d made for me when I’d been too young to decide for myself. Seeing her out here, barely keeping food in her stomach, my smiles must have been no more real than hers.

      I found myself almost relieved that I couldn’t find her. What would I say?

      That I forgave her? How could I?

      That I resented her? For giving me a better life? A life that stung of betrayal, of rejection, whatever her sacrifices.

      The last conversation I’d had with her had been in passing. Short and without consequence. We’d made plans that neither of us had intended to keep. She’d seemed happy.

      If I never got to see her again, maybe that was a blessing. In her mind, I might ignore her, but I was alive, safe, not trapped forever in some Horror that I had sought out. That was what I told myself, in any case. Maybe she’d never learn that I had doomed the world with the weight of my own inadequacy.

      As I reached the door, a voice stopped me short. “Page? Or, I mean, Lance?”

      I turned to find the woman who’d been cleaning the tables, now wringing the rag nervously.

      I scrabbled blindly for a name to put to the worry-worn face. “Shinna?”

      “Shimah,” she corrected with an apologetic smile. “I overheard. You’re Avarra’s child, are you not?”

      “Do you know where she is?” I asked. Was the thing sprouting in my stomach hope, or dread?

      “She’s taken up knitting blankets. There’s a place near the wall.”

      “Ah,” I said, “for the Church to pass out.”

      “You know the place?”

      “I’ve handed out blankets. But I don’t know the building.”

      Shimah looked to the bar, but Chavor was already waving us on.

      “Shall we?” I asked, with a smile I didn’t feel, following her out onto the street.

      As I’d left the inner city before, even during my brief stop at the pub, it had been easy to tell myself that I was on my way to the fallen land. Following Shimah away from the ache of distant Horror, however, I had to concede that I was putting my own needs above those of my god. Every moment I delayed, people in the fallen land remained trapped in madness and fear, suffering and death, that could not stop until I freed them.

      The people we passed on the street often didn’t see that the last Lance was walking their streets. Their posture was too familiar, heads down, shoulders squared, as if the dying world were a weight on their backs.

      I was reminded of Chavor’s resignation, the phrase by which they had become known. A City in Chains.

      Ymrit had never suffered Horror. Not one as large as the city nor as small as a room. Not a single person had ever needed to be freed, since before there was a wall, or a city for that matter. Ymrit was a place of safety, stability, order. From the shelter our god provided, we sent our Lances to spread peace and sanity. Or we once had.

      Chavor contended that the walls of Ymrit had long ago become a cage. That our safety had become fetters. That we were too complacent even as Horrors closed in from all directions.

      If the rest of the world fell, Ymrit would create horrors all our own.

      “Your mother talks about you, you know,” Shimah said. She’d left behind the cleaning rag, but she wrung her skirts just as ruthlessly. “All the time. She’s told me so many stories.”

      “Has she?” I didn’t intend for my words to sound so incredulous, or for the next to sound so bitter. “She seems to do all she can to forget about me.”

      “Forget you?” The very idea seemed to scandalize her. “Why, she’ll tell everyone who will listen how you earned this link or that. Her favorite is the time you prevented the riot and exposed the corrupt captain. How old were you then?”

      I felt my face heating. “Fourteen.”

      “I heard he was going to have the archers fire on the crowd.”

      “He was going to try.” The remembered rage and terror of that day, even now, was like throwing back a hard drink. “There wouldn’t have been riots at all if he hadn’t been selling food for his own profit.”

      Unlike other cities in neighboring kingdoms, hangings for criminals weren’t public entertainment. Even for the page who had brought charges against the guard captain, observing the sentence being carried out was discouraged. We weren’t to delight in others’ suffering.

      From a balcony looking out on the hanging ground, I’d watched as his feet stopped kicking.

      Pulling away from the memory, I said, “I get too much credit. He was basically shouting his guilt to all who would listen.”

      “Was he?” The woman was too overawed by me to contradict me.

      “I hope she’s here,” I said, changing the subject. The wall stood taller than the two or three story buildings beside it. We had to be close to our destination.

      “Oh, if not, I can show you where she stays.”

      “That’s generous of you. But the fallen land beckons. I’ve delayed too long already.”

      “Of course,” Shimah said.

      I took a breath of warm air. The heat was just beginning to press on the day. In the noise of the Outer City was a kind of normalcy. An illusion of health. In the silence of our walk, I could savor it, could pretend, for just a moment—

      “What is it like? The pull of the fallen land?”

      A sigh escaped before I could stop it. “Have you ever held your hand close enough to a fire to sting, but not enough to burn? No matter how you turn your hand, you can feel the fire’s touch. With my eyes closed, I could point to it.” And with every breath, I hoped I wouldn’t be consumed. As of last night, it was my destiny to try to snuff the fire with my bare hands.

      The thought must have shown on my face.

      “This isn’t my place to say,” Shimah said, “but thank you. You’re going to free them. Save us. I know it.”

      I shrugged, uncomfortable. I wasn’t some hero Lance from ages past. I was a ward of the Church, given up as a child so I wouldn’t starve. I was as likely to doom the world as I was to save it.

      But if Shimah was any indication, there were people who still believed in the Church, people who still felt safe. Maybe my mother would understand after all.

      Shimah stopped at a building larger than the pub that sat near the end of a narrow street. Large windows lined both floors, the shutters on most thrown wide.

      “I’ll wait,” Shimah said. Her hands went back to wringing the same spot in her skirts.

      “You don’t need to,” I said. “I appreciate the offer, but if she’s not in, I’ll start for the fallen land.”

      “If you’re certain,” Shimah said, but she was already turning, obviously grateful.

      “Thank you again!” I called after her. She must have had business that she’d forgotten about back at The Crystal Tower. She waved back and turned a corner, leaving me to myself.

      Well, my mother either was waiting inside or she wasn’t. Either way, my hesitation was paid for by the pain for those in the fallen land. Straightening my scarf, I knocked on the door.

      “One moment!” A muttering voice and low thumps approached. A latch slid free, and the door creaked open on hinges that had likely never seen oil. “Best not be wasting…” The woman’s words trailed off as she saw me.

      She was older, with stark white hair, and frown lines so deep they looked like fissures. Her left leg ended in a blocky peg that didn’t quite look like a foot; she leaned on a carved wooden cane held with her right hand.

      I knew the moment she saw the sword. Her neutral expression hardened to explain the lines around her mouth and brow. “What do you want, clinker?”

      “I’m looking for Avarra.”

      “This is her work. She’s working. What are you here for?”

      I kept my tone patient. “She’s my mother. I’d see her before setting out.” I gestured to the sword, though I didn’t need to.

      “And you’re so special you assume she has time for you?” The woman looked about to spit. “You think chasing a child’s story is more important than the work we do here? You’re not special. Just the first fool to try since—"

      “The Church thanks you for suffering this interruption,” I said dryly. If anyone understood why some resented the Church, it was me. But I could only indulge her disrespect so long.

      She waved dismissively, turning from the doorway. On the other side of the modest entry room sat a high-backed chair, and beside it a basket with wool and knitting needles. Settling into the chair, the old woman pointed to the next room. “Upstairs to the right. Don’t wander, and don’t dawdle.”

      With a small smile, I followed her directions.

      Clothiers and fine rugmakers within the walls would have large, complex looms that multiple people spent their lives learning to use effectively. By contrast, this building had room after room filled with men and women in chairs, knitting the warm woolen blankets the church passed out to refugees.

      One man, finished with his blanket, folded it and stood. With a dragging leg, he crossed the short space to add the blanket to a stack near the wall.

      “Careful not to knock them over again, Barad,” laughed a woman settled deep into a padded chair with wheels.

      “If you keep bringing that up, I’ll make you refold them,” he growled with a smile.

      Their conversation died off as I passed.

      I reevaluated the grouchy old woman who ran the place. Women like her, women like my mother, sometimes had trouble finding work even within the walls. The Outer City was less kind. One had to be resourceful, clever, hardworking. This woman had found a way to help people while helping people.

      The stairway, when I found it, was narrow; I had to adjust the sword so it didn’t scrape the wall. At the top were more doorways. To the right was a room bathed in light by an unshuttered window.

      My mother looked almost exactly as I remembered her. She had more grey in her hair, but it had the same braid, down to stray strands that suggested she’d been distracted as she’d braided it. If her blouse and pants weren’t the same color, they were still sturdy but well-worn. The scar down the side of her face, missing her eye and mouth by a finger’s width, curved around her jaw in the same fishhook. She even had the same fragile smile when she looked up from her near-finished blanket and saw me. The smile shattered when she saw the sword on my back.

      “What did you do?” she asked breathlessly.

      “You don’t have to get up,” I said, starting to her, but she had already set her work aside and was pushing herself to her feet with a grimace. Despite her limp, she met me halfway, her arms wrapping around me.

      “What did you do?” she asked again, her head on my shoulder. Her voice splintered into shards that cut to hear. “After all we did for you.”

      “It doesn’t matter how safe the city is if the whole world is dead,” I said, my hands careful of her back. Somehow logic felt weaker as she wept quietly in my arms. “I’ve had my safety. My happiness. Now I can make sure other children have theirs.”

      My mother backed away to arm’s length. For a moment she seemed to be chewing on her words. “You’ve made up your mind, then.”

      First the High Cantor and now her. They treated me like a child throwing a tantrum. Like hiding under their beds from the Horrors would save them, and anything else was folly.

      “I’ve been called by our god.” I gestured impatiently to the sword. “It’s a little late for doubts.”

      “Someone else will—"

      “No one has.” I shook my head. “This isn’t someone else’s problem. There’s a land waiting for me. People who need help.”

      “They’re already dead! There are people still living who need you more.”

      “Olmia’s dead, too. Should we leave them trapped?” I asked. My mother’s mouth opened, but all she managed was a gasp. Ashamed, I carried on. Some things couldn’t be taken back. “Or is that different? Are they more real if I’ve met them? Does their suffering matter more?”

      She wielded her finger like a knife. “Your father died for you! To make sure you got here. And you throw it all away?”

      “He died,” I started, my voice shaking. Something welled up inside. Long settled and forgotten, like a volcano suddenly engulfing a city. Heat like lava spilled from my lips. “He died because the Church started leaving people trapped in Horror forever. Because nowhere but Ymrit is safe from it. He died because the Church is so busy guarding the city that the world’s left to rot. He died because they failed! I’m not going to fail like they have!”

      Somehow I’d kept my voice from rising, but that only honed it sharper with each word. Her face was closed, as brittle as her smiles had been but somehow even colder.

      I started to turn away, but her hands caught my shackle.

      “Just... please come home safe.”

      “I…” I couldn’t promise something I had no way of knowing. Instead I said, “I love you.”

      “I love you,” she answered. She was crying as I left.
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      I left Ymrit, its grand Church and its great walls and its starving refugees.

      Descending to the ankles of the mountains was easy; I followed a main road, which had not yet fallen into disrepair, south along the edge of the forests. The fallen land, like a pressed bruise, like the sting of fire, pulled me farther east, but the farther I went, the quicker my journey would be. The sun beat down as it rose to its noon peak. Sweat soaked my scarf and tunic. I drank liberally from the waterskin in my pack; by evening, I would have the chance to refill it at the river Gomassi.

      There was a strangeness in the air out here, beyond the city’s protection. A stillness despite the wind, a quiet despite the sounds of nature. A waiting, an expectation. Like the moment before rain falls.

      Horror could strike anywhere. In the decades since the last Lance had set out, our records of where Horrors existed had become more like vague circles on maps than precise points. It was vanishingly unlikely that I would wander into one unawares. Even if I did, without binding myself to an Anchor within the Horror, were I to die, I would not be trapped in it. Even so, fear made my palms clammy.

      I rounded a bend in the road, and was met with something other than Horror.

      A child stumbled along the road, dried blood caked down her face. She watched me with blank
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