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Chapter One: The Commander's Vow

What if it wasn’t luck? 

What if every victory wasn’t an act of the gods? 

What if it wasn’t death at all?

 

I hated fighting under the moon.

My dynasty’s strategists favored the dawn. The light, the confidence that came with the sun on your bronze armor, the clear view of the enemy's flanks—these were advantages a commander could exploit. Night, however, was a drunken, clumsy mistress. It blurred the lines, turned friend and enemy into flickering shadows, and made every movement a dangerous gamble where fortune could be more important than skill. Yet, my scouts had pressed too far, drawn the enemy general out of his entrenched position, and now we were locked in the chaos of a midnight duel.

The air was heavy, thick with the scent of pulverized dust, cheap wine from the enemy's rations, and the ever-present, cloying smell of copper—the blood of men and the sweat on our bronze axes. We fought on a shallow ridge, the moonlight reflecting weakly off the river that snaked through the valley, giving my archers a thin line of sight to secure our retreat, if necessary. The ground was slick with mud and gore, turning the ridge into a terrible, grinding slaughterhouse.

I was Fu Hao. I was the General. I was the Chief Priestess. I had commanded three armies and won every campaign from the Western Frontier to the Eastern Sea. My tactics were simple, ruthless, and efficient: identify the enemy’s lynchpin, and shatter it. Tonight, the lynchpin was the man now directly in front of me. He commanded his forces with a strange, chilling calm that unnerved my most seasoned captains.
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