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      One Winter’s Day


      (Told from Myne’s perspective. Originally posted on Miya Kazuki’s Narou page.)




      Dad didn’t have work today, so he and Tuuli had gone to gather parues. I would have only been dead weight, so I was staying at the gate to help Otto with his math work, as per usual.


      Noon passed. Parue gathering ended when the sun reached its highest point, so a bunch of people came trudging back from the forest. The guards were always busy making sure nobody suspicious attempted to sneak in among the returning crowd, which meant Otto had to go out to help. I continued scratching away at my stone slate in the meantime, and soon enough, Dad poked his head into the room.


      “Time to go, Myne.”


      “Where’s Tuuli?”


      “She went ahead with Ralph and Lutz. We gotta hurry.”


      Dad picked me up, placed me on his shoulders, then carried me out of the room and away from the gate. He still refused to let me walk when he was in a rush; I was so slow that my fate was to be carried whenever busy adults had somewhere to be. He strode so quickly that we soon caught up to Tuuli and the others.


      “Hi Tuuli. How many did you get this time?” I asked.


      “Three! All thanks to Dad coming with me!” she replied. The basket sitting atop the sleigh she was pulling did indeed contain three parues.


      “And you, Lutz? Ralph?”


      “We got seven. We almost got eight, but we just weren’t quick enough.”


      We continued our journey home, talking all the while. Eventually we left the main road and entered an alleyway. There were several people arguing up ahead.


      “Bleh. Had to be on my day off...” Dad grumbled as he put me down. “I gotta check this out. Tuuli, go ahead in case I need to go back and tell the gate. Myne, stay here. Sorry, Lutz, but could you stick with her?”


      “I can, but...” Lutz trailed off and turned to his brothers. Zasha, the oldest, responded with a nod.


      “Sure. Why not?” he said. “We’re not gonna stay with ya though.”


      “Thanks,” Dad said to Zasha. He unwound his scarf and then wrapped it around Lutz and me. “Don’t leave his side no matter what, alright, Myne?”


      “Couldn’t even if I wanted to,” I replied, patting a hand against the scarf practically binding me to Lutz.


      Dad rushed over to the rowdy people, showing remarkable agility for someone wading through snow, and demanded to know what they were doing.


      “Right,” Ralph said. “We’re off.”


      No sooner had Ralph and the others gone than everything went really quiet. I stared aimlessly in the direction Dad had gone, hoping he would return soon, and it was then that I noticed Lutz was doing the same.


      “Sorry, Lutz. It must suck having to wait in the cold with me like this.”


      “Nah. The sun’s out today. I’m more worried about you catching a cold,” he replied, glancing down at the scarf as he started shuffling over a little. A smile crept onto my face as I realized he was moving to shield me from the wind.


      “I’m fine, really. Dad’s scarf is super warm. You’re warming up too, right?”


      “Maybe.”


      We exchanged a smile. Dad reappeared again a brief moment later, having managed to settle the issue with his mediation skills.


      “Sorry about that,” he said. “Let’s get home. We’re having parue cakes tonight.”




      Author’s Note: This is a short story I thought up after seeing the illustration Suzuka-sama drew for New Year’s Day in 2016.
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      I’m Not Givin’ Ya My Daughter!


      (A special short story originally written for Animate in 2015.)




      “How’s your daughter, Captain?”


      Leckle stopped me at the gate on my way to my shift. From what I knew, he was better than average at math, and Myne’s crazy work had really inspired him to improve. These reasons were why Otto had him pinned as his replacement. Otto had decided that he was going to quit being a soldier in a few years’ time to actually start working as a member of a merchant family.


      “Who’s asking?” I shot back. “I’m not gonna let you marry either of ’em.”


      “What are you even talking about...? They’re a decade too young for me to even consider that. Gah, let me get back on track. I’m asking since we haven’t seen Myne at the gate all summer. I’ve been stuck helping Otto all alone.”


      Otto’s style was to offload his work on anyone capable of doing it, and Leckle was the only one good enough at math to make a good replacement. He normally got Myne to do the double-checking work when she came by, but that wasn’t happening anymore—the temple had completely stolen her away. Otto was understandably devastated. Nobody could have seen it coming.


      “A rich merchant hired Myne to work in his store,” I explained. “She’s doing math for him, so she doesn’t have time to waste here at the gate. Also, don’t forget how weak she is.” We weren’t telling anyone that Myne had joined the temple; instead, we were saying she was being looked after by the Gilberta Company. It wasn’t entirely untrue—she and Lutz were going there to sell the weird things they were making together.


      “Man, it’s been rough lately...” Leckle sighed. “Otto just keeps comparing me to your daughter.”


      Myne was crazy smart—that was what people told me, at least. I personally wasn’t sure how to measure something like that. What I did know was that Otto had turned down more helpers than I could count, each time groaning that “teaching idiots is a waste of time.” And after just a brief moment with Myne, that same man had practically begged me to let her be his assistant.


      I was well aware Myne had negotiated with Otto, then earned the approval of a rich merchant and secured a position under him as an apprentice. Her achievements hadn’t stopped there either—now that she was in the temple, she was serving as the orphanage director and giving the High Priest a hand with his work. I didn’t know what made someone smart, but I did know my daughter was pretty up there.


      “Heh. Yeah, the gods sure do love my daughter. She’s special, unlike you.”


      But her being special was why the temple had gone after her in the first place. There were times now when I kind of resented the gods.


      “Gahhh. You always exaggerate, Captain, but she really is special. And I really hate being compared to her.”


      I could hardly blame him there. It must have been miserable staring at boards and paperwork while the other soldiers were training and standing guard. Myne and Otto were two of the rare few who actually liked that kind of work. If someone told me to do math all day, I’d want to quit my job for sure.


      “It’s not right for Otto to force all the work onto you, Leckle. I’ll tell him to train some other soldiers too.”


      I’ll also try asking Myne if she knows any good tricks for teaching others...


      Effa had mentioned that Myne tutored Lutz in math and reading over the winter to help him become an apprentice merchant. He’d apparently made a lot of progress in just one season.




      When I spoke to Myne, the first thing she said was that I needed to look for someone who likes paperwork the same as Otto.


      “You’ll want to find someone who lacks stamina and wants to do nothing but bookwork, like me. Guards brimming with passion for building muscle and protecting the city will never be good at paperwork; I’m sure they struggle enough with finding motivation to study. At the end of the day, you can’t force people to learn. It’d be nice if you could just hire gray priests, since they’re good at math and used to dealing with nobles, but oh well...”


      Gray priests could most likely get a job at the gate with my recommendation, but they didn’t know anything about life out here. They lived in a completely separate world, and the last thing I needed was looking after a bunch of guys who didn’t even know enough about the lower city to buy from stalls.


      “As useful as their skills sound, hiring them seems pretty dang tough...” I murmured, remembering how their eyes would dart all over the place as they walked through the city, and the way they’d recoil from shouts and arguments. They weren’t bad people, but they couldn’t work at the gate even if they were doing nothing but paperwork. The lower city would eat them alive.


      Myne smiled. “It might not be possible now, but I hope that in ten or twenty years, it becomes normal for orphans to leave the temple. Maybe they could even seek employment in the lower city.”


      She was wearing the expression of an orphanage director thinking about her orphans’ futures, and I could suddenly feel the vast gap that had opened up between us. She was getting absorbed into the temple—into a world I couldn’t enter. I instinctively pulled her into a tight hug.


      I’m not givin’ ya my daughter! Not to the temple or the gods!

    

  

  
    
      My Handful of a Little Sister


      (Told from Tuuli’s perspective. Originally posted on Miya Kazuki’s Narou page.)




      On the day I learned to bind books at the orphanage, Myne was bringing home one of the finished picture books. She’d technically made one here yesterday, but that was just an example for her to bring to the workshop. This was her first time bringing home a book that was actually finished.


      “Aah! So this is what it’s like to bring a book home!” Myne exclaimed. She was hugging the picture book Lutz had given her from the workshop, wearing the biggest smile I’d ever seen. “It was such a long road to get here—such a long and painful road—but I’ve finally done it! I’ve got a book I can keep in my room! Yesss!”


      “Sister Myne. Be mindful of your behavior,” her attendant Rosina warned, having watched Myne jump for joy even though she was still wearing her blue shrine maiden robes. Myne responded with a polite smile and said that she’d be more careful, but I really didn’t see that happening—I could already see her well-mannered expression giving way to a very dopey grin.


      “Myne, you’re getting too excited,” I said with a chuckle.


      “I mean, duh! I can start keeping books at home now!”


      Aah, it’s over. She’s gonna get sick for sure.


      I shook my head and looked at Lutz, who shrugged in turn. “Let’s go home already,” he said to Myne, not even trying to hide the exasperation in his voice. “At this rate, you’re gonna collapse on the way back.”


      “Okay!” Myne exclaimed. She bounded up the stairs with the picture book in hand, rushing to get changed, which resulted in another scolding from Rosina.


      “I don’t think she’s going to listen to anything we say today...” I observed.


      “True, but she finally got what she’s been working toward for two whole years,” Lutz replied. “Can’t blame her for being so happy. Plus, I mean, when I think about the days she was gathering up grass and trying to make clay tablets, I feel more like giving her a pat on the back than anything.”


      Lutz had played a bigger role than anyone in Myne’s book-making attempts. Dad had given him a little money and shared some food with him, but still—even as her big sister, I was really impressed that he’d managed to tolerate her weirdness for so long.


      “It’s all thanks to you, Lutz. Thanks for helping make Myne’s weird dream come true,” I said sincerely. Lutz frowned in response, looking like he didn’t really feel right about it.


      “You and my brothers always talk like being with her is hard, but she’s done a lot for me. I’ve pretty much been helping out so she can make my own dream come true too,” he said, looking down at the apprentice clothes he was wearing and tugging on the shoulder a little. As far as he was concerned, he and Myne were equal. If not for her help and advice, he wouldn’t have become an apprentice merchant.


      “I mean, I do think Myne paved the way for you, what with her weird inventions getting Mr. Benno’s attention, but you’ve definitely been having a harder time than she has.”


      “Maybe, but you and my brothers really don’t get how amazing she is,” Lutz said, his expression nothing but serious. I knew from when I’d seen her negotiating with Benno over the hairpins that she was doing something special, but I usually saw her being a burden on everyone, so it was hard for me to actually think about her that way.


      “I guess we just don’t know what Myne’s like in the Gilberta Company.”


      “Yeah, but, like... that’s not what I’m talking about. Look, do you remember how Myne taught me math and reading?”


      I nodded, recalling how Myne had tutored Lutz over the winter. He really had worked hard to become an apprentice merchant.


      “Do you know how much merchants pay for home tutors who teach that kinda thing?”


      “Nuh uh. How could I?”


      “A large silver per month, and that gets you three one-bell sessions a week. A large silver. That’s one hundred thousand lions. Myne did that much for me without asking for any money in return.”


      Lutz had apparently been stunned silent when he heard other apprentice merchants talk about how much their parents were paying for tutors. They had asked him how he had learned math and reading without being able to afford one himself, and it was then that he understood just how amazing Myne was.


      Mm... When he puts it like that, I guess she is kind of amazing...


      I entertained the thought for a moment, but it was blown away in an instant when Myne came rushing down the stairs. “Sorry for the wait! Let’s go hooome!” she exclaimed, completely missing a step just a beat later. She would have fallen down the stairs had Rosina not caught her at the last moment.


      Never mind. She’s not amazing. She’s a clumsy goof.


      “Myne, put that book in your basket,” I said. “If you fall again, there’s no way you’ll be able to catch yourself while you’re holding it like that.”


      Myne looked between me and the basket I was holding out, her brows knitted in a frown. “But I wanted to enjoy the smell of the ink and paper on the way home...” she mumbled. “Isn’t that what you’re supposed to do with new books? Revel in their glorious existence?”


      “You’re not going to fool anyone with that nonsense,” I shot back. “Also, that’s your first book, remember?”


      Myne looked up with a start, at which point Lutz muttered “dummy” under his breath. I stepped forward, nabbed the book, and stuck it in the basket.


      “C’mon, Myne. You’ve gotta understand the dangers here. You can’t have people see you walking around with a bunch of expensive paper. We’re just kids. They’d steal it from us for sure.”


      Paper was expensive, though with all the ripped sheets Myne kept at home and did all sorts of things with, that fact was easy to forget. Parchment made from animals was the most common type, and even that was only used by rich people or nobles. It wasn’t something that kids like us, dressed in commoner clothes, should ever be walking around with.


      Myne flinched and started to shiver at the thought of the book being stolen.




      “Tuuli, Tuuli! Where should I keep it?! Should I ask Dad to make me a bookshelf after all?”


      “Keep it in your box until you’ve got more. Just watch where you’re walking.”


      Even though I’d put the book away in the basket, Myne kept glancing over at it as we made our way home. She was struggling to walk straight as a result, so giddy that she was pretty much drifting from side to side.


      Geez! She should know walking like that is dangerous!


      In the end, Lutz and I sandwiched Myne between us, each taking one of her hands. “This is nice. I was just thinking it’s a little cold out,” she said.


      You know, Myne, we’re not doing this for warmth. That was what I wanted to say, but she was smiling so happily that I decided to keep my mouth shut.




      “I’m back!” Myne announced. “Look, look! This is the first picture book I’ve ever brought into my very own home to keep!”


      She had already shown Mom and Dad the same finished picture book yesterday, but she showed it to them again anyway. They exchanged a conflicted glance.


      “Myne, ya showed us that one yesterday,” Dad said. “We already looked inside.”


      Uh huh. She really went crazy over it yesterday.


      Dad was wearing a grimace, probably having flashbacks to last night. Myne had rambled on about bible stories while he drank. He had only given the picture book a quick look through, but she naturally kept going anyway.


      “Yesterday’s book was just a test run, so I had to bring it back to the temple. But this one’s staying here forever! Isn’t that amazing?! It’s our home’s first book! Aah, this is bliss. Isn’t it great to have books that we can read whenever we want? Don’t you just want there to be more and more here?”


      Not really...


      Myne held the book up in the air and started spinning around. It was nice to see her having fun, but this was getting dangerous. She’d shown just as much excitement on the way back too, so her stamina was bound to run out soon.


      And the moment that thought crossed my mind, Myne stepped on the ground strangely and tipped to one side.


      Oh. She’s falling over.


      “Myne!”
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