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      After I stepped through the portal, the cold struck me like a fist to the gut. Beside me, Tusk gasped as it hit him, expelling a foggy breath into the frozen air. My own breath clouded, and it obscured my vision for a second. Then my jacket’s sensors responded to the temperature, its thermal units engaged, and warmth enveloped me. Tusk sighed with obvious relief as his clothing compensated, too.

      Then I got my first look at the unknown world beyond the portal. I expected a long, dark corridor, like the ones in the two other portals I’d used. But this portal dropped us inside a vast stone building. Torches flickered along the walls, and smoking lanterns dangled at the end of chains depending from the high, smoke-shrouded ceiling. Wan daylight filtered through narrow stained glass windows evenly spaced along the right and left walls. The dim illumination fell upon row after row after row of benches, all packed with people, all chanting something in unison.

      Before I discerned anything else, a voice hissed, “Get down! You wanna get us all Weighed?”

      I followed the sound of the voice and saw a teenage boy’s acne-pocked face glaring at me through layers of clothing. Despite the heavy garments, his thin body shivered as he crouched in the shadow of a table-height block of wood and stone. A hand covered with a filthy, fingerless glove pointed impatiently at the floor next to him. At the same moment, Tusk grabbed me and pulled me down next to the lad.

      “Whacha simples think you doing, standing where ever’one can see you?” His voice remained low, but was hot with anger. He turned away from us and peered around the corner of our hiding place, but added, “You mess up my job, I cut you good. Got that?”

      Tusk and I exchanged puzzled glances, then his expression hardened. He grabbed the back of the boy’s neck and dragged him in between us. The kid gave a low squeak of surprise. A knife appeared in his left hand, and he jabbed at Tusk’s face. I caught his wrist and held it still, and Tusk calmly pried the knife from the boy’s hand.

      “That be rude, boy,” Tusk whispered. “Ain’t yer mamma teach ya better?”

      “Don’ got no mamma,” he muttered, still struggling against our hold. “And Tindri gonna be pissed when he find out what you done.”

      “Don’t know no Tindri,” Tusk said. “Don’t care ‘bout no Tindri, neither.”

      “Ever’one know Tindri,” the kid scoffed. “Leastwise, ever’one who do a Cathedral job.”

      The way the boy said cathedral, the capitalization was clear. I’d heard the same thing when asked if we wanted to get weighed. The scholar in me wanted to ask more about that. The portal-hopping treasure hunter part of me knew this wasn’t the time. “We have no interest in you, your job, or Tindri. Do what you want. Steal what you want. We⁠—”

      The kid’s eyes went wide, and he hissed, “Steal from the Cathedral? I druther get Weighed!”

      My gaze flicked to Tusk, and I raised my eyebrows. “Okay, I’m confused.”

      “What Tindri want ya ta do, boy?” Tusk asked.

      “Got a candle in my coat,” the boy replied. “S’posed to light it from a lit candle on the altar during the Weighing and then leave it there. Tindri got men in the Cathedral watching for it.”

      Tusk gave a nod and looked back at me. “He tryin’ ta get into Tindri’s gang.”

      I nodded, “An initiation.”

      The glare ignited in the boy’s eyes, again. “And you gonna mess it all up. Take me months ‘fore I get another chance.”

      The droning voices of the multitude packed into the Cathedral stopped, and a sonorous voice proclaimed, “The time of Weighing is at hand. Brothers, bring forth the first penitent.”

      A low murmur rose from the congregation, along with the sound of clinking chains and scuffling footsteps. The voice asked, “Of what is the penitent accused?”

      “Greed, Your Eminence,” a stern voice replied. “He lied to the assessors, understating his income to reduce his tithe.”

      “I refute this charge, Your Eminence,” a third voice said. “I have always been honest in my dealings with⁠—”

      “Silence!” commanded His Eminence. “God, will judge you, not I. He sees and knows all, including what was in your heart when you spoke to the assessor.”

      “Lemme go,” the boy hissed. “I gotta do my job.”

      Tusk looked at me, and I shrugged. We released the boy, who immediately pulled a candle from his sleeve and rose to a crouch. Tusk kept his eye on the kid, so I gave into my curiosity and peered around the altar.

      Fifty feet from the altar, beneath a ring of lanterns that acted as a primitive spotlight, a strange scene unfolded. A rotund man, richly garbed in ceremonial robes, stood with his arms spread wide. Two men in plain, brown, hooded robes stood to either side of a third man, clad only in a thin, white gown. Clustered beyond them was a group I assumed was the gowned man’s family. A careworn woman stood with three children gathered close to her—a pretty teenage girl, a boy on the cusp of puberty, and a pale girl of five or six years.

      The children watched the…monks? Inquisitors? Maybe both? Whoever they were, the two brown-robed men escorted the children’s father to a simple, though huge, balance scale.

      “Remove his manacles,” His Eminence proclaimed, “so we Weigh his sins and nothing more.”

      The brown-robed men did as instructed, and the penitent stepped onto one of the scale’s pans. With nothing to counterbalance his weight, the pan dropped to the floor.

      His Eminence raised his arms and looked on high. “God, look into this man’s soul and Weigh his sins.”

      I rolled my eyes at the ignorant superstition clear in the request. The scale was simple in construction, and couldn’t hide any kind of mechanism. Basic physics told me the scale would stay the way it was, and it sounded like that would be an excellent result for the penitent man.

      With a clang that echoed through the Cathedral, the empty pan dropped to the floor.

      Watching the scene from the altar’s other corner, Tusk muttered, “Holy shit!”

      “More like holy bullshit,” I murmured, “but damned if I can figure out how they did it.”

      From between us, the kid whispered, “How who did what?”

      “The priest,” I waved at the far side of the altar, “and that bit with the scales.”

      The boy looked at me as if I was a moron, “Ever’body gets Weighed done sinned real bad. God knows. Hell, I know. How come you don’t?”

      “This isn’t the time nor the place for such a discussion,” I replied. “What happens now?”

      “Ever’body knows⁠—”

      Tired of that line of reasoning, I snapped, “Look, kid, we’re not from around here, okay? So tell me what happens next.”

      “Yeah, right. Ever’body from ‘round here,” the boy muttered. Then he rolled his eyes, and said, “That man gotta pay till he balance his sins. Scale came down real fast, so it ain’t gonna be cheap.”

      “Pay how?” I asked.

      Tusk hissed, “Jus’ look an’ see, Doc.”

      I peered around the corner again and watched the penitent’s wife pull a purse from the folds of her clothing. It looked about half full. The woman brought her hands together and raised them on high in a gesture of supplication, then she dropped the purse on the scale next to her husband. All eyes turned to the empty pan. It didn’t budge.

      His Eminence said, “God has Weighed your offering and found it lacking. What else have you?”

      “Told you he sins be ‘spensive,” the kid muttered.

      “Th-that is a-all we have, Your Eminence,” the woman said. “If you but grant us a little forbearance, we can pay more next month.”

      “It is not I who grants forbearance, but I shall ask on your behalf.” The priest spread his arms and looked to the rafters again. “Oh, great and merciful God, will you defer this man’s atonement for one month?”

      Once again, all eyes turned to the empty pan. Once again, the pan remained where it was.

      The penitent, his wife, and their children cried, dropped to their knees, and begged for mercy. The priest ignored them and pointed at the family.

      One of the brown-robed monks caught the pretty daughter by the arm and dragged her to her feet. The girl’s mother screamed and grabbed for her daughter, but the other monk backhanded her. When the girl dragged her feet, the monk picked her up and deposited her on the pan next to her father. The man hugged his daughter tightly as the empty pan slowly lifted from the floor. It stopped slightly higher than the pan with the father and daughter, but balanced evenly after the monk swept the purse off the scale.

      “Told you. ‘Spensive,” the kid said.

      “Fuck this shit, Doc,” Tusk said, and I barely heard him over the wails from the family and the murmurs from the congregation. “Hows ‘bout we find another world?”

      “Yes, I can readily live out my days without learning more about this benighted place.”

      I turned back at the wall through which we’d entered the world and scanned for the control panel for activating the portal. My heart skipped a beat. There was no control panel.

      “Uh, Doc?” Tusk said as his eyes sought the portal controls.

      “I see it. Or don’t see it.”

      “How we gonna get outta here, Doc?”

      “Quiet,” the kid hissed. He jerked a thumb towards the congregation, “Just ‘cause them people making a lotta noise don’t mean you can.”

      “Our young companion is right,” I whispered.

      He shivered, “I ain’t no companion to you.”

      The priest’s voice rose above the murmuring crowd, “God has spoken. Your daughter will serve His will for one year as payment for your sins.”

      “Papa?” a tremulous girl’s voice asked.

      “There must be some other payment, Your Eminence,” the father said. “This is my sin, not hers. I beg you⁠—”

      “Silence!”

      The sound of a fist hitting flesh followed the harsh voice, along with the whoosh of expelled breath. I assumed the monk punched the penitent, but other matters occupied my mind.

      “We need a way out of here,” I said to Tusk. “Can you see anything?”

      We tuned out the drama unfolding at the scales and peered into the shadows at the front of the Cathedral. After a few seconds, Tusk pointed to our right.

      “There be a door back there, Doc.”

      “Stupid,” the kid said, “that go in, not out.”

      “Surely a building of this size has plenty of exits,” I said.

      The boy shrugged, “Don’ know.”

      “How were you planning on getting out of here?”

      “Hide here till them priests leave, then slip out with ever’one else.”

      I considered our position with fresh eyes. Dim light and deep shadows could conceal the boy. He’d have to remain quiet and still while the priests filed out, but he must have already done that when they entered.

      I caught the kid’s gaze, “Maybe you could hide from them, but there’s no chance we could do the same.”

      The kid turned away, dismissing my words, “Not my problem.”

      Tusk’s mouth stretched into a malicious grin, “That what ya think? How ya gonna hide when them priests see me an’ Doc?”

      Understanding dawned on the kid’s face, followed closely by fear. “Shit, you gonna get me Weighed.”

      “Maybe not, but we have to work together,” I said. “Have you got a name?”

      “Jurek,” he spat. “You got a plan, Doc?”

      At least he paid enough attention to us to pick up our names. I shook my head, “Not yet.”

      Jurek flashed a humorless smile, “You a shitty partner so far, Doc.”

      “Let’s just see what the day brings us, shall we?” I suggested.

      It was as if fate or luck or maybe even this world’s god was just waiting for me to say that. As I considered our next move, events at the scale forced my hand.

      “Take God’s new servant to the servants’ dormitory,” His Eminence intoned. “I shall instruct her in the duties of a Holy Servant anon.”

      “Papa?” the girl cried.

      “I’m sorry, Erlen,” her father’s voice broke. “I- I’m so sorry.”

      “Papa!” the girl shrieked. “Don’t let them take me!”

      A slap sounded, followed by the harsh voice, “Servants are seen, not heard!”

      Tusk peered around the altar. “Uh oh. That slap done settled the girl, an’ make her mad.”

      I heard a brief scuffle break out, followed by a man’s cry of pain.

      “She kick the robe guy in the balls!” Tusk said, amusement and respect in his tone. His voice went urgent, “Girl be runnin’ this way! She goin’ fer the door I show ya.”

      Within seconds, priests and monks would swarm our area. They’d discover us, and I had serious doubts the clergymen would be in a forgiving mood. Desperate times called for desperate measures.

      “Our only chance is to get out before the priests corner us.” I rose, pulled Jurek up, and shoved him towards the door. “Run!”

      Shouts of alarm rose from the congregation at our sudden appearance. Without a backward glance, the boy ran for the door, while I got my first clear look at the situation around the scale.

      One hooded monk lay folded around his groin as he rolled on the stone floor and gasped in agony. Skirt held high for running, the girl sprinted our way, though she also kept an eye over her shoulder for pursuit. The other hooded monk stood frozen in place for a second, before he hiked up his robe and charged after the girl. His Eminence directed a look of fury at the rolling monk as his new servant ran away.

      “Get her!” he thundered and pointed at the girl. “Her heresy shall not⁠—”

      The priest’s eyes widened as he caught sight of us. His pointed finger swung our way, “More heretics, no doubt in league with the penitent! Summon the guards!”

      I can’t say his pronouncement surprised me, and it gave me extra incentive to run like hell. But the girl—Erlen, her father named her—chose that moment to look our way. She was younger than I’d first thought, perhaps fourteen or fifteen, and our sudden appearance confused her. Caught between the monk and us, her steps faltered, and the monk punched her in the back of the head. With a cry, she tumbled to the floor.

      There are very few things I cannot abide. Beating frightened children and making indentured servants out of them is right at the top of that short list. I drew my gun and said, “Get the girl.”

      “Ya got it, Doc,” Tusk replied, and lumbered towards her.

      The monk eyed Tusk with contempt. “Leave off, heretic. Do not compound your sins.”

      Between my studies and my travels, I’ve learned a lot about religions. I drew on that knowledge and said, “It is you who should leave, lest God strike you down!”

      “Blasphemer!” the monk spat. “You do not speak for God!”

      I shot him in the leg. The gun’s report echoed off the stone walls, but disappeared amid the cries of fear and wonder from the congregation as the monk collapsed.

      Tusk lifted the girl, who moaned and struggled in his arms. The big man made a shushing sound, and said, “Doncha worry none, darlin’. We be gettin’ ya outta here.”

      As he ran through the door out of the Cathedral, I brandished the gun and shouted, “The hand of God will strike down any who pursue us!”

      Once through the door, I closed it and shoved home its bolt. Running after Tusk and Jurek, I prayed to all the gods I didn’t believe in that we could find a way out of the Cathedral.
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      A long hallway stretched in front of me when I turned away from the massive wooden door. Someone pounded on the other side of it as I ran after Tusk and his squirming burden. He chased the rapidly receding Jurek, who would have gotten away from us if he hadn’t stopped and tried every door he came to.

      “Put me down, you beast!” Erlen cried, as she pounded on Tusks back with her fists. “I am neither the Cathedral’s property, nor yours!”

      “Ain’t lookin’ ta own ya, girl,” Tusk said. “We just tryin’ ta get outta here an’ figgered ya might wanna come with us.”

      Erlen added kicking legs to flailing fists. “Nor shall you barter me to your filthy associates!”

      I caught up to them easily, though the hall wasn’t wide enough for me to go around Tusk. We couldn’t have much time before someone discovered us, and the girl’s cries would speed that discovery.

      “Put her down and let her run on her own, Tusk,” I said. “She can stay with us or go her own way.”

      “If’n ya say so, Doc.” Without breaking step, Tusk swung Erlen down to the floor. He held onto her arm until she found her balance and then released her. “There ya go, darlin’.”

      Surprised Tusk granted her wish so quickly, Erlen hiked her skirts and ran with us. She glanced over her shoulder at me. “You speak with an educated man’s erudition, sir. May I ask what your intentions are towards me?”

      I ignored her question for a moment. “Tusk, could you see that our other young friend doesn’t get away from us? I expect our best chance of escape lies with him.”

      Freed of his burden, Tusk put on a burst of speed. “Sure thing, Doc.”

      Erlen and I maintained our pace for a few seconds, before she asked, “Will you answer my question, sir?”

      “Can’t this wait until we’re somewhere safe?”

      “If it must, but I...” Erlen blinked back tears, but one escaped and rolled down her cheek. “If I must serve an indenture, I’d rather do so in the bosom of the Cathedral rather than the dark alleys of the city. At the very least, I shall keep my virtue among the clergy.”

      I wished Alis—my lover, or girlfriend, or...something—had come with us. She would know the right words to sooth Erlen’s fears—entirely justified fears, based on what I’d seen in my few minutes on this planet. But Alis was back on Earth, if that planet really was the birthplace of humanity, so it fell to me.

      “I have no use for servants, nor do I want your virtue.” Running and talking wasn’t easy, but I had to ease Erlen’s concerns. “But I couldn’t leave you to the less-than-tender mercies of that priest, either.”

      She considered my words. “Will you protect me from those within the city who would make me their own?”

      This whole escapade had gone sideways from the beginning. Without a doubt, it had turned inside out, too. How could I promise protection to Erlen when I knew nothing of this world? Hell, I’d never even seen the city she spoke of, and couldn’t guess its rules of life, much less the church’s role in it. I’d been running on instinct since the moment Jurek hissed at Tusk and me after we came through the portal, so I stuck with my gut.

      “Yes, I offer you my protection,” I said, “assuming we can find a way out of this place.”

      “I accept, sir, and thank God He saw fit to bring you into my life in my time of need.” Erlen, damn her, was hardly breathing hard despite the running and flowery speech. “Also, I know how we may escape into the city.”

      That was an unexpected development. I grinned at Erlen, and said, “Lead on, m’lady, and we shall follow.”

      As Erlen pulled ahead of me, I called, “Tusk!”

      The big man had one hand wrapped around Jurek’s arm when he looked my way. “Yah?”

      Short of breath, I pointed at Erlen and gasped, “Follow her.”

      Jurek stopped struggling against Tusk’s grip, and said, “Looks like you got a way out. Lemme go.”

      “Don’t be foolish, urchin.” Erlen slowed to a fast walk when she caught up to Tusk and Jurek. “Your chances of blundering
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