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      Prologue


      “High Priest, the High Bishop is summoning you.”


      “...Looks like that Crushing wasn’t enough to kill him.”


      High Priest Ferdinand sighed and stood up after hearing the report from his attendant, Fran. He left his room with another attendant named Arno, while regretfully thinking about how much more work he would have been able to do had the High Bishop remained out of commission for longer.


      Along the way to the High Bishop’s room, Ferdinand passed by the book room. It reminded him of Myne, the child who had caused a huge fuss in order to read the books within it. She was the source of his recent headaches, and the reason he was being called by the High Bishop. There was no doubt that he would be confirming what had happened with Myne and subsequently complaining about it. It was easy to imagine what kind of biting complaints would be coming out of the High Bishop’s mouth. Dealing with him was a pain, but as he was technically the highest authority in the temple, Ferdinand had no choice but to go along with it. He rubbed his temples and squashed his feelings of annoyance.


      Ferdinand was often mistaken for a twenty-five-year-old, or a thirty-year-old at worst, but he was actually just twenty. His half-brother often said he lacked a youthful spirit, but personally, Ferdinand blamed his environment and upbringing.


      Ferdinand was in a somewhat special situation. He hadn’t been raised from birth in the temple, but instead had been raised until adulthood in noble society. He was the son of a mistress, but as he excelled in his studies and had enough mana to work with the foundation’s magic device, he was raised to support his half-brother. They were close enough, but his brother’s mother—the wife of his father—was not fond of him even being relegated to a support role. After the death of his father, her rejection of him became more concrete and forceful. Power-seeking adults supported her, and his own mother could not be relied upon. When Ferdinand began to feel that he was in danger of losing his life, his half-brother recommended that he join the temple.


      In noble society, joining the temple was equivalent to declaring your retirement from the world of politics. But as the temple also used mana and performed holy rituals, those within it actually maintained a close connection to politics. The temple was run by blue-robed priests and shrine maidens from noble authority, and there was essentially another stratified society within the temple based on the status of their families.


      Ferdinand’s half-brother had jokingly asked him to take control of the temple for him. The current High Bishop was the younger brother of his mother and was a problematic existence for them both, due in part to his arrogance. Ferdinand shrugged his shoulders and said, “Don’t make it sound so simple,” then joined the temple.


      Life in the temple was peaceful. There were some people controlling matters of finance, some managing the orphanage, and some keeping tabs on noble society. But aside from pouring mana into the divine instruments, Ferdinand did not receive any special work. He had so much spare time that he even asked his half-brother to send him some of the books and writing boards he had left at home. He placed several of the books into the book room so that less financially blessed nobles could read them as well. But the blue priests and shrine maidens in the temple were all those banished from noble society. Few of them had any interest in learning. The first to ever want to read the books, so much so that she burst into tears, was the young commoner girl Myne.


      But the days of peace did not last long. The political war came to a close and a mass purging was carried out, dramatically decreasing the number of nobles. To bolster their numbers, kids young enough to attend the Royal Academy were summoned home, then shrine maidens young enough to get married were similarly summoned home. Eventually there was an order to send any and all priests and shrine maidens with significant mana to the Sovereignty’s temple. Ehrenfest’s temple now lacked any blue shrine maidens or blue priests young enough to be called home. All that remained were blue priests so weak in mana that the Sovereignty’s temple didn’t want them.


      The temple lost everyone who had been doing the important jobs, which left Ferdinand to take over. He was young and had only recently joined the temple, but due to the status of his family, he was given the role of High Priest. Thus ended his days of peace.


      “High Bishop, the High Priest has arrived.” The attendant standing by the High Bishop’s door opened it at a speed that matched Ferdinand’s walking pace.


      The High Bishop was sitting deeply in a chair and angrily tapping his fingers against his desk, his brows furrowed so deeply that his entire face was molded into an angry look. He spoke in a rush the moment he saw Ferdinand. “High Priest, what happened to her?”


      After walking to the High Bishop’s desk, Ferdinand asked “To whom do you refer?” while speaking gracefully like nobles tend to do.


      “To that unbelievably rude brat, of course!” The High Bishop stood up and slammed a fist on his desk, shouting like a child throwing a tantrum.


      Ferdinand had expected this and, under the guise of checking it, held up the wooden board containing his written report in order to block the spit flying in his direction.


      “In accordance with our initial plans, she has entered the temple. We will undoubtedly struggle to perform the Dedication Ritual without Myne. On top of that, what will we do without her if the Knight’s Order needs our assistance in the fall? Will we refuse them, saying we lack the mana to do our job? Or will we beg other temples for help until more nobles arrive?”


      The High Bishop had pride as high as the status of his family. He would never ask for outside help under any circumstances. He must have imagined himself bowing to High Bishops from the temples of other regions, because his entire head went red with frustration.


      “Ngh! If not for our lack of mana, I would have that impertinent little girl executed immediately!”


      “You would do well not to challenge her directly. If you are Crushed by that much mana again, your heart will likely not last.” Was he so mad that he had forgotten how he had been Crushed to the point of being knocked unconscious?


      Old, prideful men never ceased to be tedious. So thought Ferdinand as he looked down at the High Bishop grinding his teeth and continued his report, explaining the terms he had discussed with Myne and her parents.


      “As discussed prior, I prepared a pair of blue robes for her. Likewise, as discussed prior, she will maintain magic tools and be given work in the book room which she so desired to enter.” Ferdinand repeatedly emphasized that the terms were all what they had discussed prior to the incident. Perhaps due to his age, the High Bishop had a tendency to conveniently forget what he himself had said.


      As expected, the High Bishop glared at Ferdinand, helplessly frustrated that there was no room for him to argue. “Ngggh... High Priest, you...”


      “Additionally, as Myne is not an orphan, she will commute to the temple from her home. I determined that this would not be a problem due to the number of blue priests doing the same.”


      “You what?!” snarled the High Bishop, eyes wide. Once again, Ferdinand had predicted that reaction.


      “...I made this decision after coming to the conclusion that she might otherwise ask for a room in the Noble’s Quarter, given her status as a blue robe.”


      It was easy for the High Bishop to understand that letting Myne commute from home was better than giving her a room in the Noble’s Quarter. He nodded with a nasty smile. Naturally, he had completely forgotten that he had suggested throwing her into the orphanage before, but it was too late for him to backpedal now.


      “In addition, Myne is sickly by nature and will not be able to work every day. There is not much work for an apprentice blue shrine maiden to do, so I believe it will be fine if she rests on days where she is of poor health.”


      “Bah. Seems like she’s as lazy as she is rude.” The High Bishop seemingly felt the need to complain about everything, but Ferdinand already knew that, and thus brushed off his whining with a light shrug.


      “It is better than her carrying illness into the temple. Additionally, I have given her attendants so that they may watch her health.”


      “She doesn’t need them!” His replies were so consistent with what Ferdinand had predicted that he sighed while giving yet another prepared answer.


      “We will experience problems of our own if there is an apprentice blue shrine maiden without attendants. Not to mention that we are currently overflowing with grays. Nothing but good will come from Myne being given some of them.”


      Many blue priests and shrine maidens had left, but excluding particularly well-liked ones, the majority of gray-robed attendants had been released from their duties and put back in the orphanage. With fewer donations as well, the idle gray priests were an unacceptably large drain on the temple’s slim finances.


      “In addition, according to my investigation, Myne has been registered as the forewoman of a workshop registered with the Merchant’s Guild. It is easy to say that those serving the gods need not make money, but if she continues her work, we will be able to receive regular income through no work of our own. What do you think?”


      The lack of noble priests and shrine maidens led to the High Bishop having less money he could use on himself, so he said “Squeeze as much out of her as you can,” thereby giving implicit permission for Myne to continue her work. Ferdinand let out a sigh of relief. All the conditions Myne’s family had demanded had been approved.


      “In that case, I will take full responsibility for Myne such that you do not need to trouble yourself with her. She will be forbidden, in general, from entering your room. I will also attach one of my own gray attendants to her so that I can receive more detailed reports on her actions.”


      Ferdinand showed that he was on guard against Myne as well, which made the High Bishop’s eyes gleam with interest. He stroked his white beard and smiled in the nasty way he always did when planning something nefarious.


      “Oh? In that case... I will attach an attendant of my own to her. Delia is around the same age as her, which will be perfect for this purpose. The brat will surely trust her. Also, attach one of the troublemaker orphans to her as a final attendant. See to it that she struggles each day. Squeeze out as much money and mana from her as possible. That’s all she’s good for, in any case.”


      That was not ideal. Ferdinand had intended to attach one of his best attendants to Myne, since she lacked knowledge of noble society and how the temple worked, but with the High Bishop attaching a spy to her, he would be exposed as well. He bowed and left the room, feeling bitter, then returned to his own room.


      “Good gods, he is a pain.”


      The majority of blue priests and shrine maidens in any temple were bastard children—illegitimate children such as Ferdinand—but the High Bishop was a legitimate child and felt pride for his high-status family. The reality behind that, however, was that he had been sent to the temple due to an overwhelming lack of mana despite his heritage. As a result, he had an intense inferiority complex toward those with a large amount of mana. If Ferdinand did not keep a close eye on how the High Bishop treated Myne, it was possible that her mana would rampage once again.


      According to the guildmaster’s report, Myne had gotten a temporary apprentice registration at the Guild with the Gilberta Company’s backing. She then began inventing all manner of products: rinsham, plant paper, hairpins, and pound cake. It seemed that she hadn’t lied when she claimed to have enough money on hand to donate a large gold. She gave up on being a merchant’s apprentice due to her poor health and intended to use the Myne Workshop prepared by the Gilberta Company to continue inventing and selling products.


      In other words, Myne had more than just mana and money—she had a degree of management skill. Ferdinand was so swamped with work that Myne would be much more useful to him than the High Bishop.


      “Still though, she invented this many products within merely a year of registering...?” The Myne Workshop seemed like it would be reaping enormous profits soon. Ferdinand would need to assign an attendant to her that would give detailed reports on her behavior, so that he could ensure that she would not be tricked by a greedy merchant.


      He looked around at the attendants in his room. He would want an attendant loyal to him, accurate in reports, and highly patient to serve Myne. The attendant would also need to deal with the annoying spy the High Bishop would attach to her.


      “Fran, I will assign you to be Myne’s attendant. Give as detailed reports on her and her actions as possible. Additionally, do what you can to prevent Myne and the High Bishop from meeting.”


      “...Understood.” Fran briefly frowned with worry, then nodded quietly.


      “As for her other attendant... Hm. Are there any gray robes who are difficult to deal with, who you would hesitate to assign as an attendant? I will need to implement at least some of the High Bishop’s input, for appearance’s sake.”


      As he thought about it, Fran’s eyes wavered and then lowered to the floor. Arno, the attendant that Ferdinand had brought with him to the High Bishop’s room, threw out a helping hand.


      “What about Gil? He is quite often sent to the repentance chamber, and his supervising priest complains that he never learns.”


      “...Interesting. In that case, I will assign Gil, Delia, and Fran to be Myne’s attendants.”

    

  

  
    
      Attendants and the Fealty Ceremony


      ...After today, I’ll be an apprentice shrine maiden.


      It took many days to prepare each set of blue robes, so despite having been baptized with Lutz, I began my apprentice work a month later. I was super excited to go to the temple, and every second I had to wait felt like forever.


      ...I’ll finally, finally be able to read books! And books that are chained up, too! Aaah, just thinking about it makes me tremble with excitement! Gyahaha! As I rolled around on my bed blissfully, Tuuli came calling for me.


      “Myne, Lutz is here to get you. Um... Why are you dancing?”


      “Because I get to read books! Bye bye, Tuuli. See you later!”


      “Myne, try not to get too excited.”


      Don’t ask for the impossible, silly! I replied in my head and dashed outside. The temple was in the north part of the city, so I was wearing the best clothes I had, my Gilberta Company apprentice uniform. I figured they’d be good enough to tide me over until I got my blue temple robes.


      “Eheheh, ahahaha.” I started to skip along the road while humming, only for Lutz to grab my arm and pull me back with an exasperated look on his face.


      “Myne, c’mon, you’re getting too excited. You’ll catch a fever before we reach the temple.”


      “Awww... I don’t want that.” I steeled my springy legs to stop myself from skipping and swallowed my urge to walk as fast as possible, hating that my body was too weak for me to even get excited and be happy. Instead I headed to the temple slowly, holding hands with Lutz.


      “Myne, are you really gonna be okay on your own?”


      “Today they’re just giving me a robe and introducing me to my attendants, it’ll be fine.”


      I would be going to the temple on basically the same days that Lutz had work. My family and Benno had decided that Lutz should keep watching over me until the attendants assigned to me understood how my body worked. I really don’t think anyone but Lutz will be able to manage my health this well, though...


      Maybe they were hoping that Lutz would stick with me forever. My family, Benno, Mark, Lutz, and basically everyone was extremely wary of the nobles in the temple. But if I kept relying on Lutz forever, then there would have been no point in me abandoning my apprentice merchant job to lessen his burden.


      I told Benno that, but he just snorted, and Mark then explained with a conflicted smile. It seemed that Lutz was being directly taught by Mark so they could sooner help open an Italian restaurant here and open paper-making workshops in other cities.


      The lessons were apparently fairly unorthodox since Lutz was their way of contacting the inventor—me. He would be participating in the construction of new businesses and learning to be a merchant through personal experience in the field. When I commented that this wasn’t the normal process for a new hire, I was told that this was being done in part since Lutz wanted to go to other cities as soon as possible.


      ...Well, if Lutz is happy, I’m happy. Good luck, Lutz!


      When we reached the gate, we found a gray priest waiting for us. He was a relatively younger man who, upon seeing us, gracefully got onto one knee and crossed his hands in front of his chest.


      “Good morning, Sister Myne. I will guide you to the High Priest.”


      “Sister Myne?! Pff, hahaha! That doesn’t fit you at all.” Lutz burst into laughter at the polite gray priest’s respectful attitude, cackling as he looked between us.


      I wanted to laugh with him, but I noticed the priest’s brows briefly furrow, so I gently smacked Lutz on the back as he bent over in laughter. “Lutz, you’re laughing too much!”


      “Yeah, sorry, sorry. I’ll come get you after fourth bell, Myne.” Lutz started walking off, and I waved him goodbye before turning back to the gray priest.


      “Sorry for making you uncomfortable.”


      “...There is no need for you to apologize to me. More importantly, the High Priest is waiting.” He looked away and rejected my apology. As I blinked in surprise, he turned his back to me and started walking away.


      The gray priest’s wooden shoes drummed against the white stone hallway as he walked. Nothing else broke the heavy silence that weighed on me as I speedwalked to keep up with him.


      After turning a corner in the hallway, I began hearing something other than shoes. I looked up on instinct toward the sound and saw some girls cleaning the hallway. They were gray shrine maidens that hadn’t been present at the baptism ceremony, and they didn’t look very clean. Not because they were cleaning or because their clothes were dirty, either. They just had a dirtier atmosphere to them than the gray priest walking in front of me, perhaps due to having worse hygiene or bathing less in general. When they saw the gray priest, they stopped cleaning and retreated to the walls of the hallway before lowering their eyes.


      ...Is that a show of respect or something? I was hidden behind the gray priest, judging by the shrine maidens’ looks of shock after noticing me, which made it clear they weren’t doing that for me. Seeing that there was a status structure within the orphan gray priests as well made unease spread through my chest. I really had stepped into a world with an entirely different power balance than my own. I had never interacted with nobles in my prior lifestyle. Everyone lived in basically the same situation, and even after I started dealing with a rich merchant, he treated me as an equal thanks to the value of my products.


      ...But will I be okay here? Am I going to make a huge mistake and mess everything up since I’m not used to class-based societies? My anxious footsteps echoed throughout the quiet hallway. I now knew I had stepped into a world I couldn’t imagine, even with my experience from my Urano days.


      “High Priest, I have brought Sister Myne,” said the gray priest. I was so not used to being called “Sister Myne” that it felt like he was talking about someone else entirely. I was a kid and a commoner, nobody special, but now an adult gray priest was respectfully calling me Sister Myne. It felt so weird that it made me uncomfortable. But since I was going to be given blue robes and treated like a noble here, I couldn’t ask him to drop the “sister” and just call me Myne. I would just have to get used to it.


      “Excuse me.” I bowed my head a little bit out of habit as I entered the High Priest’s room. For some reason, there was a simple altar in the middle of the room. I could tell at a glance that it was a simplified version of the multi-step altar covered in statues I had seen during the baptism ceremony.


      On the top of this three-step altar was the black cape and golden crown that decorated the statues on the top of the actual altar. On the second step was the staff, spear, chalice, shield, and sword. The first step had flowers, fruit, bells, incense, and so on with a pair of blue robes carefully folded by the side. There was a blue carpet rolled out in front of the altar, which made it hard not to think about the baptism ceremony prayers.


      This altar hadn’t been there when I last went to the High Priest’s room. As I stopped in the doorway and began digging through my memories, the High Priest paused his work to stand up and walk in front of the altar.


      “Come here, Myne.”


      I hastened over to the High Priest. He looked down at me with his light golden eyes and, after a sigh, looked at the altar.


      “Under normal circumstances, you would vow to serve the gods and temple before the altar in the High Bishop’s room before being bestowed your robes, but as he does not want you to enter his room, I had another one built here as soon as possible.”


      “...Sorry for making you do that.” Thanks to me getting ticked off by the High Bishop’s arrogant attitude and cruelty, my mana had gone crazy with emotion. Personally I felt better afterwards, but it made sense that the High Bishop would hold a grudge against me for Crushing him with my mana.


      ...Not to mention that he already looked down on me for being a poor commoner. With the highest authority in the temple already hating me with no chance of forgiveness in sight, I was probably in a pretty bad situation. As I started to wonder if I had a hard life ahead of me in the temple, the High Priest shook his head.


      “You need merely avoid meeting the High Bishop wherever possible, so as to not add fuel to the fire.” The High Priest knew the High Bishop a lot better than I did, so if he said I should avoid him, I probably should. I nodded in reply. I didn’t want to go out of my way to see him anyway.


      “Now then, let us begin the fealty ceremony.” The High Priest picked up the incense burner by its chain and swung it gently like a pendulum. Smell wafted out of it and into the air as it swung, filling the room with a calming scent.


      The High Priest then began telling me about the divine instruments enshrined on the altar. The black cape on top signified the night sky and was the symbol of the God of Darkness. The gold crown signified the sun and was the symbol of the Goddess of Sunlight. The betrothed gods were known as the King and Queen of the heavens, so they were at the top of the altar.


      The staff on the second step was the symbol of the Goddess of Water melting snow and ice into running water, the spear was the symbol of the God of Fire encouraging growth to ever greater heights, the shield was the symbol of the Goddess of Wind pushing back the cold winter wind, the chalice was the symbol of the Goddess of Earth accepting everyone and everything, and the sword was the symbol of the God of Life digging into the hard ground. The bottom step had offerings for the gods. Plants symbolizing fresh life, fruit celebrating growth, cloth reflecting faith, and so on.


      “The divine color of spring is green. It is the color of young life, sprouting after the harsh winter. The divine color of summer is blue. It is the color of the tall sky that life strives for. The divine color of autumn is yellow. It is the color of heavy wheat and bountiful fruit ripening. The divine color of winter is red. It is the color of the furnace, lessening the cold and granting hope.”


      It seemed that the color revered within the temple changed according to the season. The cloth on the altar, the carpet, the ornaments worn on top of the blue robes, and so on all had their color determined by the season.


      “Now, your vow.” The High Priest, facing the altar, knelt on the carpet with his left foot planted forward and forming a right angle. He then crossed his arms across his chest and drooped his head. I made the same pose beside him.


      Once I was done, he continued. “Repeat after me.”


      I looked closely at the High Priest’s mouth, not wanting to mess anything up. He moved his slender lips slowly so as to make his words easier to understand during the vow.


      “O mighty King and Queen of dark and light, most righteous and divine rulers of the wide heavens.”


      “O splendid gods of the Eternal Five, most righteous and divine rulers of the vast mortal realm.”


      “Goddess of Water, Flutrane.”


      “God of Fire, Leidenschaft.”


      “Goddess of Wind, Schutzaria.”


      “Goddess of Earth, Geduldh.”


      “God of Life, Ewigeliebe.”


      “King and Queen, show your divine power that extends throughout the wide heavens and vast mortal realm.”


      “Eternal Five, bless we of the vast mortal realm with your divine power.”


      “In eternal gratitude for your heavenly powers, I shall worship thee for eternity.”


      “I shall live with a just heart, a calm heart, and a resolved heart. I shall have faith in thee as the true and just gods.”


      “I vow that I shall pray to thee, gods of nature; I shall thank thee, and I shall prepare offerings for thee.”


      I looked up at the High Priest, having repeated what he said word for word. He nodded, apparently pleased with my performance, before standing up and looking at the gray priests by the wall. The priests closest to the altar moved silently, picked up the blue robes on the bottom step of the altar, and handed them to the High Priest.


      “Blue encourages growth. It is the divine color of the God of Fire, and it is the color of the wide sky, where the King and Queen rule. I give these robes to you, she who worships the King and Queen, she who swears to grow as the years go on.”


      I was given the robes, then changed into them by an apprentice shrine maiden. The blue robes were easy to put on; they slipped over my clothes from above and had to be tied on only with a sash by my waist. I could wear whatever clothes I liked beneath it, and during rituals or ceremonies, I just had to put on various religious ornaments on top of them.


      “Myne, honorable apostle sent to us by the gods. We welcome you among us.” The High Priest bent his knees and crossed his arms in front of his chest. I copied him and crossed my arms too.


      “I am deeply grateful that you would welcome me.”


      “Then let us pray.”


      It was so sudden that I didn’t know what he meant. With my arms still crossed, I tilted my head in confusion. His brows furrowed in frustration at my poor comprehension.


      “You learned the method at your baptism ceremony, did you not? Pray to the gods.”


      Oh... The Gl*co pose. That’s right. Now that I’m in the temple, I’ll need to do that every day pretty much. Well... I hope my sides will be okay.


      Memories of my sides getting destroyed at the baptism ceremony passed through my mind, but I shook my head and tensed my stomach so I wouldn’t burst into laughter. The High Priest’s doubting eyes pierced me, making it clear he was about to question whether I had forgotten what to do. So, I began praying.


      “P-Praise be to the gods...! Ah?!” It was surprisingly difficult to maintain the G*ico pose. I had to carry my whole weight with one leg while staying balanced. Unable to make a beautiful Glic* pose like the priests at the ceremony, I swayed side to side in a fairly unsightly way.


      “That won’t do. You will one day be participating in the Spring Prayer. What good is a shrine maiden that can’t pray? Learn to pray before the next prayer ceremony.”


      “Ngggh... I’ll do my best.”


      The High Priest sighed, shook his head, and looked at the gray priests lined up along the wall. “I will introduce you to the gray priest and apprentices who will be your attendants,” he said, which signaled three of the gray robes to walk to the front of the altar. One was an adult man, and the other two were a boy and a girl about my age.
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      Surprisingly enough, the gray priest that had guided me to the room was in fact my attendant. He looked to be of above-average height, about as tall as Dad. He had light-purple hair and deep brown eyes that gave off the impression of a fairly serious person who generally kept quiet. His expression was solemn and obedient. It felt like it might be difficult to get to know him.


      “I am Fran, seventeen years old. I will be in your care.”


      “No no, if anything I’m going to be in your care.” I tried to reply politely, but the High Priest immediately launched a sharp rebuke.


      “Myne. You are a blue robe. Do not deprecate yourself before gray robes. ”


      “S-Sorry. I’ll be careful.” I didn’t get status-based societies. My life experience wouldn’t help me know what was good or bad to do here. I would need to claw my way to understanding my environment just like I had after first becoming Myne. As I was struck with worry, I saw an attendant who seemed like he would be an even bigger concern stand in front of me.


      He was roughly as tall as Lutz, but perhaps due to not being fed enough, he had a nasty look in his eyes and seemed unnaturally thin. He had dirty blond hair and although his eyes looked black at first, a closer look revealed purple eyes. My first impression of him was that he looked like a little punk. To be honest, I wasn’t too good at dealing with people like him.


      In my Urano days I stayed holed up inside my room reading, and in my Myne days I’m stuck in bed with sickness all the time, so I was a shut-in through and through. Violent... or rather, rough boys full of energy and nasty things to say were just not people I wanted to be around. I doubt that we’ll ever be able to be friends, I thought to myself while looking at the boy. He was blatantly looking me over too, from head to toe as if appraising my worth.


      “I’m Gil. Ten years old. You’re supposed to my master? This sucks. You’re a friggin’ little kid.” Um... What? Are attendants supposed to act like this? Surprised by his mocking look and nasty words, my mouth flapped open and closed. Once again, the High Priest launched a rebuke. But not at Gil—at me.


      “Myne, Gil is your attendant. You must reprimand him when he behaves improperly.”


      “Bwuh? Me?”


      “Who if not you, his master?” Um... He’s saying that like it’s really normal, but what does he expect me to do? This kid doesn’t seem like the type to care about being scolded.


      “Um, could you be a little more polite?”


      “Hah! Are you friggin’ stupid?!”


      The High Priest was shaking his head with a critical look on his face, but really, the fault here was in whoever selected Gil to be my attendant. My stomach fell when I realized that him being chosen was likely an act of harassment. There was no doubt that Gil had been selected to spite me. It was hard to imagine that Gil would ever be an obedient servant. Someone had probably forced him onto me, a commoner, so they didn’t have to deal with him themselves, while simultaneously making life harder for me. With that in mind, I’d have to be dumb to take him seriously and be polite. I just had to deal with him the same way I dealt with the mean boys in class: ignoring him.


      I lifted a hand to interrupt Gil and shifted my attention to the only girl among the attendants. She had deep red hair and light-blue eyes. She was wearing a kind of smug smile, but she had a beautiful face. Not cute; beautiful, like a pretty adult woman. It felt kind of like she was someone who understood her appearance and knew how to butter up men with flattery and flirting. ...That’s just the kind of thing I notice as a fellow girl, I guess.


      “I’m Delia. Eight years old. Let’s be friends, okay?” Despite suggesting that we be friends, Delia’s eyes weren’t smiling at all. She had probably sensed that we weren’t cut from the same cloth and was already shifting into subtle hostility. But still, the brightly smiling Delia seemed to have the High Priest’s silent approval. He didn’t launch any rebukes this time.


      None of the attendants seemed friendly at all, and it was hard to imagine things would go well with even a single one of them. Just being near them would probably be exhausting.


      “Um, High Priest. I’ve lived without any attendants up until now, and even without these three, I can...”


      “No. It is the duty of blue robes to have attendants. These attendants were hand-selected by the High Bishop and myself. Now that you have worn your blue robes, you must act like a proper master, one suitable for their loyalty.”


      “I see. Understood.” So... I can’t say I don’t want them? I don’t even have a choice here? I feel like my life as an apprentice shrine maiden in the temple is already falling apart.

    

  

  
    
      A Shrine Maiden’s Job


      “Thus ends the fealty ceremony.”


      “Okay, I’m off to the book room.”


      “Stop. We’re not done here.” At the High Priest’s direction, I left the altar and moved to the front of his desk. Fran brought me a chair, so I sat down.


      “Thank you, Fran.”


      “...Your gratitude is wasted on me.” Fran grimaced a little, looking surprised. Maybe it was wrong for me to thank my attendants. It would probably be smart to ask Freida about how to act like a noble.


      “Are you ready to listen?”


      “Yes, go ahead.” I wasn’t sure what they were for, but the High Priest’s desk was covered with stacks of wooden boards and pieces of parchment. He looked over a few of them and glanced at me. He was acting entirely like a teacher with a textbook lecturing a student.


      “As you know, all the blue robes in the temple are of noble birth. You should operate under the assumption that none of them are pleased with a commoner such as yourself wearing blue robes as well.”


      I had guessed that myself, but hearing it said to my face sent a chill down my spine. When I first asked about being an apprentice shrine maiden, I had half a year of life ahead of me at best. I would have been happy if I could just read books in the book room until I died. But the temple had magic tools. By becoming a blue apprentice shrine maiden, my lifespan had been extended, and my life in the temple no longer had a time limit. I would need to think hard about my future, and not through a lens of self-destruction.


      “At the moment there are few enough blue nobles that everyone understands our need for those with mana, so their hostility will likely end with them ignoring you. But that will not last when more noble children come to the temple. You would do well to plan ahead.”


      I clenched my fists in my lap and bit my lip. If I messed up when dealing with nobles, my whole family would be affected. I needed information to survive in the temple safely.


      “In particular, the High Bishop was opposed to allowing even this fealty ceremony. The other blue robes have not met you, so their feelings will be founded on their scorn for commoners. For this reason, I have elected to take on the role of your overseer myself.”


      I, as a commoner who had both mana and money despite my low status, basically stomped on the nobility’s sense of pride and privilege just by existing. No way would any of them like me. I knew that. But despite saying that nobles wouldn’t like me, the High Priest was being quite kind warning me about all this.


      “Do you not dislike me yourself, High Priest?”


      “I value those with competence. At the moment my workload has increased due to the lack of priests and shrine maidens. I know that you, skilled with paperwork as you are, will be helping lessen that load. Why would I despise you?” He let out a laugh, and the dark smile on his face made me freeze.


      The fact that he knew I was good at paperwork meant that he had finished the investigation he had mentioned before. He already knew more about me than I might ever know. I now lived in a world that didn’t even know the meaning of “privacy protection.” As a noble, if the High Priest asked for information, any commoner would give it to him on the spot. Just what did he know about me now? It was scary to think about.


      “I’ll do my absolute best, but what work will you be giving me? If there’s something I should be doing, please tell me.”


      “Of course. Your work, primarily, is serving as my assistant and helping complete my paperwork. This is your most important job. You will be doing paperwork here throughout the morning. Next is prayer and offerings. As a shrine maiden, you will need to learn to pray properly.”


      “I understand prayer, but what do you mean by offerings?”


      “Pouring mana into the divine instruments. Fran, the shield.”


      Fran nodded and returned with a shield about fifty or sixty centimeters in diameter. It was circular, seemingly made of gold, and carved with such elaborate reliefs that its status as a divine instrument was immediately obvious. In the center was a bright yellow gem about as big as my palm, wavering a bit on the inside as if it contained burning fire. The outside ring of the shield was studded with similar gemstones about as big as marbles. Half those gems were yellow, whereas the other half were clear like crystals.


      “Touch the magic stone in the center. Envision yourself pouring your own mana into it.”


      Apparently it was a magic stone, not a gemstone. With my heart trembling with excitement at how fantasy-like that was, I touched the stone with my right hand, which made the entire shield start to glow a golden color. The text carved into the shield let out yellow-green light and floated about a wrist’s length from the shield, though I had never seen the letter-like symbols before and couldn’t read them.


      ...Wooow, it’s like a magic circle! So cool, so cool! I tried reading the mysterious shining symbols, my heart racing with curiosity, when suddenly I felt something like the heat inside of me being sucked out by a vacuum cleaner. It was the same thing I felt when Freida used a magic tool to save me when the Devouring had me on the verge of death.


      Figuring that I may as well go all out, I opened up the metaphorical box I always pushed my mana into. The Devouring heat flooded out, raced to my palm, and got sucked into the stone. I entrusted myself to the pleasurable feeling of the annoying heat getting sucked out, but soon snapped back to my senses.


      ...This isn’t going to break the shield, is it? I remembered how I had broken Freida’s magic tool and, getting scared, reflexively pulled my hand back. I then squashed the slightly reduced mana back inside of me. I had only let out mana for a short period of time, but still, I felt a lot better. Like a heavy stone on my back had been lifted.


      “Hm. Seven minor magic stones’ worth, then.” The High Priest’s musings made me look at the shield, and I saw that more of the small magic stones were yellow than before. Apparently they changed color when filled with mana. You could tell at a glance how much mana was left inside of it.


      ...Somehow, it felt like I had become a portable battery charger.


      I opened and closed my right hand, which I had used to pour in the mana. The Devouring heat really is mana, wow. It’s surprisingly easy to control when there’s a clear exit for it, I thought, and soon the High Priest peered down at me with a somewhat worried look on his face.


      “Myne, how do you feel?”


      “Ummm, a little relieved? It feels like I’m lighter than before.”


      “...I see. Be sure not to overburden yourself when offering your mana.”


      It seemed that recharging divine instruments with mana would be pretty easy work. The praying would be the hard part, since standing on one foot was hard for me in my current body. Especially since I couldn’t hold out my arms to maintain balance, as I had to hold them diagonally upwards. I could imagine that I would receive strict instruction on the angles of my arms and how long I should maintain the position.


      “And finally, your last job is to read the bible and memorize its contents,” concluded the High Priest in a fairly quiet voice, but my ears perked up immediately. Read the bible and memorize it. I wasn’t too confident in my memory, but reading it? Leave that to me.


      “I’ll do it! Let’s go to the book room right now!” I stood up and shot my hand into the air to show the High Priest how enthusiastic I was. But the High Priest didn’t even look at me, instead choosing to pick up another piece of parchment and skim it.


      “Before that, I would like to discuss the matter of your donation. Please sit. Arno, my ledger.”


      Money discussions were very important. I had been curious about the subject of my donation too, since I had offered to pay such an abnormally high amount. Mainly, I was curious as to how I would pay and where it would go.


      “You said that you would donate a large gold, as I recall.” The High Priest gave me a light glare.


      I recalled a discussion I had with Benno. He said something about there being a ceremony held several times throughout the year where the Merchant’s Guild gathered money to donate to the temple, though he had never donated directly himself. He also said, what was it... “You’ll stick out in a bad way if you pay that much. How ’bout you split it up and pay in bits? A rich idiot handing out too much money too fast is just gonna annoy everyone.”


      “Ummm, if you demand I pay that much, I will, but I think it would be better if I donated a small gold coin every month.”


      “We do not dictate how much one should donate, so that is possible if you so wish, but what reason do you have for doing so?”


      “A wise person I know told me that if I suddenly paid the full amount, people might be overwhelmed by the large sum and start spending more money than they otherwise would have. Well, either way, I want to discuss it with you first, since you know all about the temple’s finances and how donations work and so on.”


      Naturally, I didn’t reuse Benno’s exact words. But the High Priest understood what I meant and thought for a bit, then sighed.


      “Half of every donation is spent on the temple’s upkeep, whereas the other half is distributed to the blue priests. The amount given to each priest depends somewhat on their status. As the one that manages this, I think you would do well to donate five small golds at first and then donate the remainder over the following months one small gold at a time.”


      “Why that much specifically?” I tilted my head in confusion, and the High Priest held out a bundle of parchment to me. I ran my eyes over it and learned that it was part of his ledger. I blinked in surprise and he pointed at a part of them.


      “The temple’s income can be broadly separated into funding from the Archduke, donations gathered during certain ceremonies, and finally, financial support from the families of blue priests. This means that fewer blue priests results in less income. To put it in terms easy for a merchant to understand, the temple is currently operating in the red. For this reason, the High Bishop was yelling about squeezing money out of you. It would be a significant help to me if you were to donate a large sum at once to satisfy him.”


      I got the feeling he was kind of spilling a lot of secrets to me. Was it really okay for me to know that the temple was losing money?


      “Ummm, High Priest. Is that something you’re supposed to be telling me?”


      “Your work will involve these issues in a matter of days, telling you now impacts nothing.” It seemed that while helping the High Priest I wouldn’t just be doing the math like I was with Otto, I’d be sticking myself head-first into the temple’s inner workings.


      “...Okay. How should I give you the money? I usually use my guild card to transfer money, but I don’t think you have one.”


      “You need merely bring it here, no?” He made that sound simple, but I really had only ever dealt with large sums of money through my card. I had never held any gold coins with my own hands. As a kid, walking from the Merchant’s Guild to the temple with that much money on me was terrifying.


      “That might be easy for you since you’re used to dealing with money, High Priest, but that’s way too much for me to carry. The very idea is scary.”


      “What in the world do you think your attendants are for?”


      Um... Wait. Attendants? I reflexively turned around and looked at the attendants lined up behind me. No way would I entrust that much money to these maliciously picked meanies. Well, Fran would probably obey if I framed it as an order from the High Priest, but Delia and Gil would probably waste the money on something to spite me. Judging by their attitudes toward me, I couldn’t yet trust them as attendants.


      “I don’t want to involve other people and then be responsible for mix-ups, like the Guild saying they gave the money but the attendant saying they didn’t get the money.”


      “...Do you not trust your attendants?” he said, confused, which made me confused as well. Are nobles capable of trusting strangers who clearly don’t like them, to the point of having them carry around gold coins for them? Or maybe the attendants were bound by some kind of contract magic that prevented them from betraying me. I thought back to when the attendants were introduced to me, but I was pretty sure we hadn’t signed a contract or anything. Magic contracts involved blood, and that wasn’t something I would forget.


      “You’re calling them my attendants, but to me, they’re strangers who I have no control over. How could I trust them with that much money? That’s beyond me.” I mean, they’re not even friendly or anything. No way, no way. Compared to these three, I would much rather trust the guildmaster, even.


      Personally, there weren’t many adults I would trust with money. Maybe I could get Benno or Mark to come here. The High Priest was a noble, so Benno would probably agree on the basis of forming connections. That would be nice.


      “I would like an adult I can trust that’s used to dealing with large sums of money to bring the donation. Would you permit him to enter the temple on my behalf?”


      “Who is this adult?”


      “Mr. Benno of the Gilberta Company, the one who’s serving as my guardian in the business world.”


      “...Hm. Very well, then.”


      I’ll stop by the store and talk about this once Lutz comes to get me. While I’m there I can ask him if he knows how to use attendants properly. Maybe it’s similar to how he uses his employees. As I fell into thought, the High Priest closed his ledger and handed it to Arno.


      “That is all I have to talk about today. Any questions, Myne?”


      “Yes! Lutz is coming at fourth bell to get me, and I would like to read books in the book room until then. Can I enter the book room? I would love to do the final part of my job and read the bible to memorize it!”


      “Lutz is the boy managing your health, as I recall. From now on, have your attendants manage your health in his stead.”


      Despite asking to enter the book room, the topic shifted to my health management. I looked at my attendants again. Gil was scratching his head with a clear lack of enthusiasm, Delia was staring out the window absentmindedly, and Fran was looking at the High Priest over my shoulder. It was hard to imagine any of them learning to manage my health.


      “My family has told me to stick with Lutz until my attendants can manage my health. I too would like that to happen as soon as possible, so Lutz doesn’t have to worry about me as much. I hope my attendants work hard to make that happen. But anyway. Can I go to the book room now?”


      “Fran, take her there.”


      “As you wish.” Fran crossed his arms and nodded with a slight smile. His proud expression was entirely different from the one he wore when looking at me, and it was clear who he considered his true master to be.


      But still, Fran was better than the other two. He probably wouldn’t do anything problematic since he was so enraptured with the High Priest. I came to this conclusion while following him to the book room, skipping as I walked.


      ...It’s finally tiiime, for the book rooom! This is my jooob! My jooob! Delia and Gil followed me from behind as I skipped with excitement. After we were some distance away from the High Priest’s room, Gil spat out some insults.
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