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Harsh wind howled outside the children's institution as Elle listened to Headmaster Rami speak, half paying attention to his words. The sand seemed to scratch and claw at the wooden doors, making it hard to concentrate on anything else until the tall man in front of him finally snapped his fingers.

"Elle! Do you understand what I'm telling you?" 

Blinking a few times, Elle rubbed his eyes before finally looking up at the headmaster. In all the years he'd lived at the orphanage he'd never known Rami to look like anything but a walking disaster, but today he was somehow more disheveled than usual. His short white beard glistened with some kind of liquid, and the shalwar that typically wrapped around his waist sat below his pot belly, as if it were in danger of falling at any second. He might have been a mess, but he was still the closest thing to a father Elle had ever known.

"You were saying that once I'm of age, I can no longer stay here, right?" Elle mumbled, almost immediately averting his gaze, "Fine, I don't need your help. I can make it on my own."

"My child, it's not that we don't want you here. But we have new arrivals to take in almost monthly and we cannot let everyone stay indefinitely," Rami sighed, rubbing his forehead, "You have three days to find work and lodging, but once that day has passed, you will no longer be able to live here. If you would like assistance in finding a vocation, one of the brothers here may be able to-"

"No! I said I'll be fine," Elle barked, balling his hands into fists, "As soon as this storm passes, I'll be out of your hair forever."

Storming off to his quarters, the boy fell face first onto his bed and hugged his pillow, wondering what he was going to do. Though everyone at the institution was encouraged to try different jobs or find apprenticeships, Elle had never bothered to find any sort of work, and when bosses would occasionally come through to find cheap labor, they always picked the larger boys. With everyone else off to do their jobs or help around the orphanage, Elle would frequently sneak off to watch the dancers at Maeloria's temple. They were always so beautiful and graceful, their movements like long reeds swaying in the breeze, and he'd often do his best to emulate them. Unfortunately, this time spent ogling the women of the temple left him with practically nothing in his coffers and no skills to offer.

"Maybe I'll just be a dancer, like those girls at the temple," Elle muttered to himself sullenly. The more he thought about it, however, he eventually came to realize that it might not be such a crazy idea after all. He'd spent years studying and practicing their moves, and had even occasionally made a pocketful of coins when dancing on the street with other aspiring priestesses. The men of Maraqis were particularly easy to bewitch, it just took a wink and a smile from a pretty girl before the heavenly clink of coin rang out. The dancers at the temple were undoubtedly more skilled and beautiful than the average girl performing on the street, but to witness them in all their glory typically required a hefty donation.  All the time he’d spent observing meant he was already halfway there, all he needed was a proper outfit, and he'd be set. With a goal finally in mind, Elle settled in and pulled the coarse sheets over his small frame, letting the raging sandstorm outside lull him to a peaceful sleep.

***
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WHEN DAWN FINALLY BROKE, Elle jumped out of bed with an uncharacteristic flair, energized and eager to start the day. All night long, dreams of dancing women had filled his head, and he was determined to follow on the path he'd set for himself. Grabbing nothing more than a piece of bread from the kitchen and quickly downing a mug of tea, Elle ran off into the streets of Maraqis, brushing past the myriad vendors setting up their stalls. Ali the butcher was in his usual spot, hanging large pieces of goat from massive iron hooks, and Hakeem was just across from him like always, glaring at the man while hanging his own selection of lamb legs. Their rivalry had always worked out in his favor, as one would typically give him a decent sized sample for him to try, on the condition that he told the marketplace how good it was compared to the other’s. There was no time for meat today, however. Though the morning sun was shining bright, the brisk air still chilled his skin until he ducked into the clothing shop that had just opened its doors.

"Welcome, my friend. What can I help you with today?" the shopkeeper spoke, greeting Elle as he walked inside.

"I was wondering where one might find dancer's attire," Elle replied, looking around the store, "You know, like those girls at the temple have. It's for my, er, sister."

"Oh, you mean a 'betla'! Of course. We have various styles, though if you tell me your price range, I can narrow down your options."

Pulling out a leather pouch, Elle turned it out onto his palm and counted out twenty iron coins stamped with the Queen's seal before placing them on the counter.

"Twenty irons, hm... I might have something for you, but it won't be a complete set. Hold here a moment."

After a few minutes of rummaging through the back of the store, the shopkeeper returned with a number of items in hand, laying them out on the counter for Elle to inspect. Though they lacked the elaborate jewelry and embroidery of the temple dancers, it was miles above the coarse rags the orphanage provided. Each piece was colored dark crimson, but the fabric was thin enough to where Elle could just barely see his hand beneath it.

"Here, take a look at these and see if any are to your liking," the clerk suggested, neatly folding each item, "A complete set includes a veil, a top, a sirwal, and jewelry. However, the jewelry is quite expensive."

"This is perfect!" Elle marveled, holding each clothing piece up to inspect it, "My... My sister will love these. I'll take them all."

Folding each item up, the owner placed them onto a thin sheet of parchment before wrapping it up and securing it with string.

"There, all ready to go. And since it's a present for your sister, I'll only ask for 18 irons," he said with a smile, handing Elle the package, "Have a blessed day."

Pocketing the last two coins, Elle thanked the shop owner and practically sprinted out the store, giddy with glee. All that was left was to get a haircut, and he'd be ready to visit the temple. 

***
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WALKING OUT OF THE barber's with a styled bob that sat just below his chin, Elle ran his fingers through his charcoal black hair to shake out any loose strays before smoothing it back into place. Judging by the sun, it was about midday, leaving plenty of time to get changed and make his way to the temple, but he suddenly realized that he didn't have anywhere to do that. If he went home to change clothing, he'd likely be caught and questioned, and he couldn't just strip in public. Maraqis had many back alleys and dark corners, sure, but they were typically home to the types of people you wouldn't want to run into without a weapon in hand. 

"I guess I'll just change outside the temple," Elle thought to himself, wandering the streets. Tearing open the parchment wrapping, he readied himself to either strip or run as the elaborate temple came into view. There were no good areas to hide that he could see, but the base of one of the statues provided just enough coverage to hide most of his body, assuming nobody walked up from the opposite direction. Running towards the front of Maeloria's temple, Elle frantically turned his head every which way to check for anyone nearby, and with nobody in sight, threw his rough tunic aside to slip into the dancer's outfit. The sirwal came first, as getting caught with his pants down would surely have the strictest reprisal, but just as he was sliding the chest piece over his torso, he heard a gruff voice in the distance.

"Hey, you there!" a city guardsman called, rushing over before Elle could finish dressing himself, "Identify yourself, degenerate!"

Grabbing Elle by the wrist, the guard inspected him carefully, his eyes narrowing.

"S-sir, is there a problem?" Elle stammered, wracking his mind for an excuse as to why he'd been seen half naked, "I was just-"

"You were just exposing yourself in public, harlot," the guard huffed, keeping Elle close, "Trying to tempt innocent citizens, no doubt."

Even as the guard berated him, Elle could feel a hand creeping down to his backside, giving it a firm squeeze through the thin fabric. Rami had always given warning to the girls of the orphanage not to roam the city streets alone, but Elle was just now finding out why.

"This requires an answer. Punishment. Two silvers should cover your trespass."

"Two- I can't pay that!" Elle protested, squirming helplessly. This wasn't the first time he'd been mistaken for a girl, but nobody had ever been so brazen and aggressive before. Typically it was just a shy wave or maybe a small gift of dates sent his way.

"Well, then I suppose we'll have to find another way to pay your debt, little harlot," the guard said with a grin, openly groping Elle's rear now. Pushing him face first against a wall, the guard began to run both hands along Elle's smooth skin, just barely slipping the tips of his fingers past the waistband of Elle's sirwal as a third voice rang out.

"I'll thank you not to manhandle our priestesses like that," the woman said sternly, her words laced with venom, "Your commander is quite the devotee of Maeloria, maybe I should tell him about this little incident the next time he comes to worship. I think he would be quite interested to know that one of his subordinates has been harassing our girls."

"My- Who dares!" 

The guardsman's face turned red as he spun around to see who dared to address him, but all the color drained from his face when he looked up to see an elaborately dressed woman on the temple steps glaring down at him. Clad in a sleeveless robe that seemed to be spun from pure sunlight, she stared down at the guard until he stepped back and turned away, seemingly embarrassed. Besides her shimmering clothes, her arms and neck were also adorned in gold jewelry with gemstones of deep crimson.

“No, of course not, Mother Hana,” the guard mumbled, “Forgive me.”

"That's better. Now, why don't you come inside to finish changing?" she spoke, turning her piercing blue eyes in Elle's direction, "We've all been waiting for you."

Unsure what exactly was going on, Elle shuffled slowly around to the stairwell, walking up to the woman who took him by the arm. He’d seen countless other people squabble with city guards, typically vendors in the market they patrolled or vagrants looking for alms. They were notorious for abusing their position for petty reasons, but he’d never seen one cowed so utterly before. Whoever this Mother Hana was, she clearly had a measure of influence. 

He remained silent as she led him inside the temple, thankful for the intervention, but her tight grip on his wrist told him he wasn't out of trouble just yet. Even though he was coming of age in just a few days, he still felt like a child next to this towering woman whose hand completely enveloped his. Perhaps because that was always how he'd been treated. All the others at the orphanage had gone through their growth spurts, either with their height or... development, but Elle remained the same size as a majority of the younger girls.

As he walked through the temple interior, however, his anxiety took a backseat as he marveled at the marble decoration, catching glimpses of the intricately carved pillars and altars inlaid with gold as he was led through at a breakneck pace. Even the air felt different, laden as it was with thick incense that instilled memories of rich wood and flowers. Dragging Elle past the entrance and main courtyard, the priestess pulled him into a threadbare room and shoved him into a simple wooden chair, taking a seat on the large desk in front of him.

"And as for you, my little deviant, what are we going to do with you?" she asked rhetorically, pursing her lips in annoyance.

"I'm... I'm not a deviant!" Elle stammered, finding his voice, "My name is Elle, I lived at the orphanage. I was going to... I came here to join the temple!"

The woman huffed in amusement, but she didn't outright reject the notion. Her eyes never once left his face as she fell silent, deep in thought. 

"Let's say that we were accepting new priestesses," she finally remarked, pacing in a small circle, "What do you know of Maeloria? Of duty? Can you dance?"

"I don't really know much... But I've been practicing my dancing for years! And I could help out around the temple, cook, clean..."

Hana’s face remained expressionless as she studied the boy. "I might consider your request," she said, raising a finger as Elle's eyes lit up, "But only under certain conditions. You need to understand Maeloria, the role she plays in our lives and the lives of those who come to worship. You need to be chaste, for Maeloria is the goddess of purity. You need to be able to integrate into our temple, learn to help others if needed as they would help you. And you need to be able to dance, sometimes for long periods. Do you understand?"

"Of course! I can do that!" Elle exclaimed, jumping to his feet, "I can learn about Maeloria, and I can already dance a bit. But what do you mean by chaste, exactly?"

"I don't think that's something you have to worry about," the priestess replied with a smirk, "Chastity is when you refrain from lying with a man or woman."

Elle still wasn't quite sure what she meant, but he nodded anyway, eager to gain access to the temple. 

"Very well. Since you say you've been practicing, why don't you give me a little demonstration?" she suggested, crossing one leg over the other, "Think of it as a test to determine your sincerity."

"What, right here?" Elle asked, looking around, "But there's no music, I can't-"

"Come! Dance!" the woman commanded, raising her hands and clapping in rhythm. Elle's eyes widened in surprise as a mysterious force inexplicably lifted him from his chair and took hold of his hips, and he began to shift and sway in place, falling back on routines he'd gone over dozens of times in his shared room at the orphanage. The woman continued the beat for a few minutes, watching intently with a half smile plastered on her face, and when she was finally satisfied, she calmly folded her hands on her knee.

"So, did I pass?" Elle panted, his limbs now once again his own. He wasn’t exactly sure what had compelled him to dance; it was as if someone had attached strings to his arms and legs to move him like a toy puppet. 

"It was adequate," Hana sighed, throwing her long golden locks over her shoulder, "Very well. So long as you remain pure, you will be known and treated as an acolyte of Maeloria. I am Hana, the headmistress and high-priestess. You will address me as Mother or Mother Hana. The other sisters you will come to know in time. Sister Yasmin will be your educator when it comes to duties and rituals, Sister Talia will be your dance instructor. Leave any personal belongings behind, all will be taken care of here."

Nodding in excitement, Elle hung on every word. A pit of anxiety had been eating away at his stomach all day, but with his acceptance into the temple it was dissipating already. With nothing else for it, he gave a quick bow in thanks before turning to leave, when something peculiar caught his eye. It could have been a trick of the light, but it almost appeared as if one of the gems on Hana’s necklace had faded in color... 

***
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AFTER SPENDING A NIGHT tossing and turning in an unfamiliar bed, Elle managed to find his way to the inner cloisters for breakfast, perking up a bit when he saw the varied selection laid out. The orphanage typically only ever had day-old bread with some milk for a morning meal, but here he saw a number of different fruits, nuts, fresh bread with soft butter, creamy yogurt, dark olives glistening with oil, and jars of vivid orange honey set to the side. Unsure how to approach this veritable feast, he waited until one of the other priestesses came forward to make a plate, watching as she filled a bowl with yogurt, sliced dates, and nuts, before drizzling honey over the top. Once she'd finished, Elle followed suit, matching her portions as best he could, filling the bowl mostly with yogurt and dropping bits of everything else on top before looking for a place to eat.

A handful of girls sat in a small group beneath a hanging veil of flowers, but Elle felt far too nervous to interrupt them. Instead, he found a table at the far corner of the garden and took a seat, hoping nobody would notice him. 

"So, you must be Elle," a voice from behind giggled, and he nearly jumped out of his seat when a pair of hands landed on his shoulders, "No need to panic, you're among friends here."

Letting go of him, the girl took a seat to his left, cradling her head in her hand as she inspected him with deep curiosity. Her robes looked to be of the same material as Mother Hana's, but while the head priestess' robes were long and flowing, these showed far more skin, especially around the midriff.

"I'm Yasmin, your new teacher," she spoke, introducing herself, "It's nice to meet you, Elle. How are you adjusting to temple life?"

"It's not much different from the institution I came from," Elle replied, dipping his spoon into the bowl, "So far, anyway. Didn't get much sleep."

"That's about normal, don't worry about it," Yasmin reassured him, shifting a bit closer to whisper in his ear, "Your dance teacher, Talia? Spent her first week here crying in bed; couldn't get her out of her room. But you didn't hear that from me."

Giving Elle a wink, Yasmin slid back to her seat on the bench as another girl with short black hair, but in the same attire, walked up.

"And speak of the devil, here she is," Yasmin said, gesturing to the girl now sitting across from them, "Elle, this is Talia, your dance instructor. You'll be spending a lot of time together."

Talia's eyes narrowed as she inspected him, and Elle felt a chill run down his spine. She’d been the subject of many of his voyeuristic escapades as he learned to dance over the years, but it wasn’t as if she’d ever caught him. Still, the intensity of her gaze suggested otherwise, though she remained silent until she regained her composure and held out her hand.

"It's nice to meet you, Elle," she spoke, her lips curling upwards slightly as he took her hand, "I'll be getting you up to speed, though I have a feeling it won’t take too long."

"Perfect!" Yasmin exclaimed with a clap, "So now that we're all friends, why don't we start our first lesson? Elle, you can keep eating."

Talia's eyes rolled as Yasmin slid over to sit beside her. 

"Mother Hana told you a bit about Maeloria, right?"

"Um, yeah, a little bit," Elle answered, gulping down a spoonful of yogurt, "She's the goddess of chasedy, or something."

"Chastity," Talia corrected, letting Yasmin continue on.

"Right, chastity! All priestesses take a vow of chastity when they serve Maeloria. She is the goddess of all things beautiful and pure, but also of desire. For there is little more desirable than that which you cannot have. And once it is taken, it's gone forever. Understand?"

Scratching his head, Elle tried to wrap his brain around the concept, but didn't quite get what she was saying. Something that was gone forever, but still there? The two priestesses let him ponder for a moment until Talia finally sighed and leaned over the table, cupping her hand as she whispered in his ear. Immediately, Elle's mouth hung open, speechless, and his face flushed bright red as Talia settled back in her seat, making a ring with two fingers on one hand and sliding a digit slowly back and forth through the hole.
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