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			Chapter 1

			Three Young Women

			I have finally reached my fifteenth birthday.At fifteen, one is considered an adult, and work is upgraded from an apprenticeship to regular labor.Wages increase as well.Since I aspired to be a priest, I was formally appointed after finishing the morning prayers.The appointer was the Headmistress, who is a Bishop. The witnesses were three female priests. They are all involved in the management of the orphanage and are my teachers.The statue of the Goddess, who watched over my appointment, was backlit by the morning sun rising from the east, creating a halo. Many candles were lit before her. Refreshing morning light poured in from the skylight in the high ceiling, and the light chirping of birds could be heard from outside.Normally, appointments take place at a church, but when I asked, I was told that the orphanage's prayer room also has an altar, so it would be fine. Since I had the chance, I decided to receive my appointment before the Goddess who has watched over me ever since I was born."Congratulations, Jeanne. With this, you are now a full-fledged priest."The Headmistress, dressed in red vestments, smiled gently alongside the three female priests also in vestments. I couldn't help but tear up. I was scolded often by my teachers, but even that has become a fond memory now. I recall the days I spent running around as an acolyte..."By the way, are you really going to be okay from now on?"Suddenly, the large Headmistress's hands grabbed my shoulders in a firm grip.Her face, with a sword scar on the right cheek, loomed close.I, who had been lost in reminiscence, was pulled back to reality in an instant."It's not too late. Stop this 'Stray Priest' nonsense and join the Church. It's much safer. I'll write you as many letters of recommendation as you need. If necessary, I'll negotiate directly with the Archbishop in the Royal Capital so you can stay here."I wonder if a Bishop should be calling unaffiliated priests 'strays.'Because she was shaking my body just like that, my head was going clunk, clunk...Goodness, she has incredible strength for her age."Headmistress, you should stop there, or Jeanne's head might fall off."Jennifer-sensei, who has a round face, offered a lifeline in her gentle tone. This person is kind and always helps me."Ah, I'm sorry. Jeanne. Are you alright?"I thought I was going to faint."You call them Stray Priests, but if I recall, weren't you originally a stray as well, Headmistress?"Priest Katherine, a beauty with a large bust that makes her seem wasted as a priest, also came to my aid.It seems the men in town lament that she holds a priestly office that prevents them from casually inviting her out, but I wonder if she herself is aware of that?"It's because I was a Stray Priest that I understand. It's truly difficult. There were times when I didn't have enough money to eat properly. I even slept outdoors. If you belong to the Church, you'll be confined to it, but you won't have to worry about food, clothing, or shelter. Come to think of it, when I slept outside alone, there were several times I was surrounded by strange men and had to fight them off."You fought them all off, didn't you? That's amazing, Headmistress.That's right, the Headmistress once defeated the Demon Lord.She is a powerhouse among powerhouses, one of the six companions led by the previous King of Sertoria, known as the Seven Heroes. The scar on her right cheek is apparently a badge of honor from her battle with the Demon Lord."It's true that we don't have experience as strays. But this is what Jeanne decided for herself. We must respect that.""Didn't you say, Headmistress, that a priest is a priest no matter where they are, and that their feelings of faith don't change?"Nice follow-up, you two. Please, give me more."Even so, for a child of such a young age to be a stray... At the very least, it would be better after she's grown up a bit more..."While I'm grateful that she's half-tearing up for me...Headmistress, I became an adult as of today. I am already grown up.Besides, you were the one who appointed me as a priest, weren't you?"Um, everyone. It might be better to refrain from calling unaffiliated priests 'strays.'"Emily-sensei, the youngest, who had been watching the situation, spoke up hesitantly with the most common-sense remark.In the end, I was made to promise—for the umpteenth time this year—that if I couldn't find a way to make a living as what the Headmistress calls a Stray Priest by the time I leave the orphanage in six months, I would seriously consider joining the Church again.But I wonder if there's even a way to make a living as a stray. Someone, please tell me.After all that, having finished the priest appointment ceremony—apparently called an Ordination—I returned to my room in the orphanage and changed from the vestments worn during rituals into my everyday white priest clothes.I went straight to town and entered one of the taverns. Slipping past the town's middle-aged men relaxing and drinking beer at the counter, I saw two girls occupying a table in the back. One of them stood up and called out to me."You're here, Jeanne. Happy birthday! Come on, over here, over here!"A girl with long bla