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Chapter One: The Mortal Limit

What if it wasn’t strategy? 

What if it wasn't wisdom? 

What if it wasn’t death at all?

 

All war is deception. But the greatest deception is believing the battle can be won in a single lifetime.

I sat in the court of King Helü and watched the flicker of the oil lamps burn slow and steady, licking at the silk banners, a slow, patient enemy. Every victory looks like that at first—bright, beautiful, already dying. My seventy-odd years were like those banners, the edges frayed, the brilliance fading. I had given the King the blueprint for victory—the complete works of strategy, movement, and command—and yet, I knew he would fail. Not because the strategy was flawed, but because he was mortal.

He saw the immediate conquest of Chu; he could not see the distant, inevitable fall of his own house, planned generations in advance by those who could afford to wait. The limits of the body impose a limit on the mind. A general who must die is a general who must rush. And a rushed war, regardless of its tactical victories, is ultimately a lost war against the forces of time and fate.

I had perfected my theories. I had written them down on bamboo slips, bound tightly with silk thread, an elegant and simple truth distilled from chaos. The Art of War was my legacy, but a legacy is only as useful as the minds that receive it, and human minds are notoriously short-sighted. I was a man who saw ten moves ahead, surrounded by rulers who could only see the next parade.
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