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      Prologue

      Looking back, my life was the subject of envy for many, but things had been different back when I still lived in a poor village—that is, until the day a certain man came to visit.

      “Mister, you dropped your money.”

      The man turned around and shot me a dubious look. “Huh? Who’re you? Haven’t seen you around, kid.”

      “I live here. I just don’t leave the house.”

      “Huh... Oh, yeah. The chief mentioned something ’bout a couple begging to sell off their kid—said they’d take any price, even!” The man burst into laughter as he looked down on me.

      I must have looked like a tattered rag back then. Malnutrition led to a skinny body and stunted growth, and my overall poor health painted a sickly pallor over my skin.

      Most would find that the man’s words far too harsh to say to a child’s face, but he spoke the truth. The villagers hated me, as did my parents—all because I was born with a weak body and only grew weaker still from our impoverished condition. Whereas other kids began helping around the village from the moment they were able, I could hardly spend a day outside without falling ill. Most children eventually headed for the imperial capital to sign up for the army, but I didn’t even know if I’d make it to adulthood before dropping dead for one reason or another.

      It stood to reason that my parents wanted to sell me off to a slave merchant. After all, everybody dreamed of escaping poverty, and getting rid of one useless stomach to feed—maybe even earning some paltry change for it—was as good a first step as any. From there, they could have a new child, send them off to the imperial army, and regularly receive their allowances or even condolence money in the end.

      Even a child like me could see where they were coming from. And that was why...I had to take matters into my own hands.

      “Returning a stranger’s money, eh? Well, aren’t you a good kid? Or maybe stupid’s a better word.” The man sneered. “If you’d just kept your mouth shut and taken it back home, maybe then your parents would finally love you.”

      Despite his mockery, I met the man’s gaze head-on. “But don’t you need this money? A thousand silvers is a lot.”

      The look on the man’s face changed in an instant. “This...is a gold coin,” he said slowly. “You know how much it’s worth?”

      “A thousand silvers, right?”

      “How’d you know?”

      “The village chief once received a gold coin from someone and used it to buy three months’ worth of food for everyone in the village. My parents paid him in silvers. I counted that—and the number of households in this village—and figured out that one gold coin is worth around a thousand silvers.”

      The man narrowed his eyes. “Did your parents teach you?”

      “No. I just think about all sorts of things while I’m cooped up at home. Never know when it might come in handy.”

      Literacy and arithmetic weren’t common skill sets in poor and desolate villages like ours. The exceptions were the village chief and a few others who regularly handled negotiations with passing peddlers, and they lived more comfortable lives than the other villagers. Comparing their lifestyle and workload to that of the more impoverished households like mine, I came to the realization that some people could earn their keep even without getting involved in physical labor.

      It wasn’t very difficult for me to reach this conclusion. After all, sickly as I was, what else could I do while stuck in my house but think?

      And with this discovery, I had found the path I needed to take.

      “Say, kid—how old are you?”

      “I just turned six. I can do basic math, and some simple reading and writing too. I can learn faster if someone teaches me.”

      “Hah!” The man barked out a laugh. “Well, well. Looks like I’ve got myself an interesting little guest today.” He looked me in the eye and asked, “So, what are you telling me all this for?”

      There was an intrigued glint in his eyes—that was what I’d been waiting for. I quietly met his gaze and muttered, “I want you to sell me as a slave.”

      This was the story of how I sold myself to slavery.

      I knew back then that it was the best option available to me. All that was left for me in the village was to rot away as useless baggage. That being said, I couldn’t just wait for someone to sell me off—otherwise, I wouldn’t have been able to communicate my own worth. My value didn’t lie in physical labor, and I needed to prove that myself—I didn’t want to be sold off for cheap, after all.

      This one move opened up my future, and sure enough, it also changed my life.
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