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Prologue I









The day was grimly cold, without a trace of impending spring.




A
 young man sat alone on the banks of the creek, fishing rod in hand. The
 cold cut through his thin clothes; he was curled up tight, legs pulled 
to his chest, knees tucked against his chin. He seemed to be gazing 
fixedly at the fishing float bobbing on the water, but at the same time,
 seemed to be gazing at nothing.







Distantly, from the shadowy cover of the woods, a black-robed man inspected him with icy eyes.




The youth knew this. His gaze never wavered towards the woods, but he did not need to look to sense that cold stare upon him.




But he neither cared, nor wondered why.




His
 luck couldn’t worsen more than it already had, after all. No one could 
peel another scrap of gain off of him. He didn’t even know how he was 
going to eat tonight-- the returns from his fishing, of late, had been 
dismal.



Will you beg another meal from Town Marshal1 Yao?





He sighed to himself and shook his head no.




He
 could face Old Yao just fine, but how was he supposed to face the man’s
 wife? That day, she’d cooked a veritable feast, purposefully early, 
then had the family eat while they were practically still in their beds.
 By the time he went, that woman had cleared every morsel out of the 
pot, leaving him with nothing but a frosty glare.




What was he supposed to do? Still try to hang around until they chased him out with a broom?




To
 tell the truth, he hadn’t felt particularly angry or frustrated then. 
An idle hanger-on like himself learned to brush off others’ contempt 
sooner or later. If he’d felt anything, it was pity for Town Marshal Yao,
 for marrying such a shortsighted woman. He had planned on rewarding him
 lavishly, eventually, but his wife cost him any such goodwill. Old Yao 
would get only what he deserved when the time came.




It’s their fault for dismissing me as nothing more than a waste of food, he’d thought with cold satisfaction then.  




Repay gentlemen like gentlemen, and petty men like petty men, he believed.




He’d
 always trusted that, with his talent, he would one day achieve power 
and wealth enough to richly repay those who’d helped him, awe those 
who’d held him in contempt, take revenge on those who’d mocked and 
humiliated him. Ah, yes! He’d make sure to properly reward that old 
laundress from the east side. She’d fed him, a complete stranger, for 
ten straight days at his most desperate2 ...




But now, cold and starving, he was forced to wonder: would he really reach that day?




He’d never seen a single sign of any opportunity, any omen of greatness to come.




In
 the eyes of those around him, who was he? A useless, pathetic beggar of
 scraps, who didn’t even have the money to bury his mother and father 
properly when they died, who’d at one point crawled between the legs of 
the local bully in full view of the townspeople3... what right did someone like him have to the sympathy of the heavens?




He
 didn’t consider himself useless, but really, what abilities did he 
have? He thought it beneath him to be a farmer, some bumpkin bending his
 back over a plow; he lacked the merchant’s aptitude for haggling over 
pennies; he loathed the idea of being a scribe, writing out the same 
documents day after day; he despised the fawning, flattering ways of 
government officials. Hah! He didn’t have even one of the skills needed 
to get ahead in his world, and he dared to think...




The bobber dipped. A fish!




He
 hauled in the line. The hook was bare-- he’d gotten distracted and 
missed his chance yet again. He sighed, jabbed a new piece of bait onto 
the hook, tossed it back into the water.




He gazed at the rippling rings that spread across the surface of the creek.




Did he truly have no abilities?




No. Not truly, and that was the problem.




He’d learned some extraordinary skills. That, of course, had been long ago...




“I
 don’t know if I’m doing the right thing, teaching you this.” The old 
man looked at him with sad eyes. “This may only hurt you, child.”




“How could it, master?”




“If you’d never learned these things, you could live out an uneventful life, a normal life, with no regrets.”




“But now... ai!” The old man patted his head, sighing.




The old master’s predictions had been correct as usual, it seemed. Before, he’d been so content!
 Grubbing for food in the creeks and ponds, shouting with joy whenever 
he found a snail or winkle bigger than the usual. He could never know 
that sort of mindless happiness again. Why did his master have to teach 
him, if he knew it was going to be like this? Why couldn’t he let him 
live out this wretched life with peace in his heart?




“It’s hard to say, though. Heaven has granted you too much talent. Even without me, perhaps you’d sooner or later...”




Heaven-sent
 talent, was it? He wished he’d never had such a thing. It had brought 
him nothing but pain, knowing he was meant for something he’d never see 
happen. He could have been another ignorant peasant, content to live a 
humble life in poverty, finding happiness amidst the hardship.




“…You are a truly matchless sword. They could bury you in the deepest reaches of the earth without hiding your shine.”




No, master, here you were wrong, he thought. If a sword remains buried for too long, it will rust. It will die.
 He would rather be a piece of coarse rock. At least rocks didn’t rust. 
Even if a rock was thrown into the worst filth, to be stepped on by 
everyone, it wouldn’t feel pain or curse its fate.




Really,
 why did his master even feel the need to teach him such things, and 
teach them with such pitiless passion? Didn’t he understand that the 
times that required such knowledge had passed?




The
 six states had fallen, and the future had settled with their ashes. The
 Qin empire had tidily organized what remained-- filled every position 
and planned every development, perhaps to the third or fourth generation
 to come. Those in power didn’t need to recruit amongst the peasants and
 rabble for talents anymore; now, their main goal was to consolidate 
their own ranks.




Which made the promise all the more strange.




Before he left, his master had made him vow: he would never use what he had learned, unless the world truly fell into chaos.




His
 master had taught him such extraordinary things, yet seemed to hope 
they’d never be needed. Why? Had his master truly intended to forge him 
into a matchless sword just so that he could be buried away, never to 
see daylight, watching the years corrode at his keen edge bit by bit?




His master, the enigma. He’d never even told him his real name. Once, he’d actually claimed that his name was Wei Liao4
,
 astonishing his pupil. Admiration for his teacher’s bravery soon 
mingled with the astonishment. He may have been in hiding, but he’d 
still dared to take the name of the emperor’s own advisor for a 
pseudonym!




But
 what was the point of thinking about such things now? The youth 
violently shook his head, forcing his thoughts away from his memories: 
those surreal encounters were meaningless to his life now, and the 
sooner he could forget about them, the better. He needed to save his 
attention for his fishing if he didn’t want to go hungry today.




He focused on the fishing float.




Was all that truly meaningless?




Yes, he thought.




Truly?




Yes.




Those hopes you’d had...




Laughable self-delusion, and nothing more! Toss it all out of your mind.




And you would be content to silently endure your life of poverty?




Yes. he thought stubbornly. Yes, I would!




But
 if he’d been so fated to waste his life, why had Heaven seen fit to 
grant him such talent? Why had it let him learn such skills? Why had it 
inflamed his already abnormal hunger for success...




No, no, he couldn’t keep on thinking like this. Give into your fate! Heaven
 may have crafted him with its infinite care and artistry, but, buried 
so deeply, couldn’t he let himself return to the dust from which he 
came?




But
 what about all the past contempt he’d already endured? All the 
generosity and kindness he’d never be able to repay? And that time, that
 unforgettable humiliation.




Ah, humiliation! It beat at his chest, carved itself into his heart with the sharpest knife.




How
 could he forget it? And even if he could, could anyone else? All of the
 town of Huaiying had heard, and laughed at him. If he’d preserved his 
own life only to be unable to prove anything with it, what point was 
there in enduring that? He should have put up a fight, then. With his 
sword technique, he could have killed that bully easily enough...




Heaven had made him, had given him life, but for what?




He raised his head, gazing towards the sky, hoping for an answer.




The sky was starting to dim-- the sun had set. He sighed and pulled in his line.




Another useless day.




He stood up, rubbing his numb legs. He picked up his rod and empty fishing basket and began the walk home.




“Please wait,” someone called out from behind.




He
 knew who it was without turning-- that man in the woods, who’d been 
spying on him-- but he had no interest in him. Certainly not now, when 
he had to get back to town before the gates closed. “Are you talking to 
me?” he asked, turning without enthusiasm.




“What,
 is there a third person here?” The other man sauntered over. He was a 
thin-faced, middle-aged man with an air of world-weary indifference that
 contrasted with his apparent age.




“Who are you? What do you want with me? I don’t think I know you.” He made as if ready to leave.




But the black-robed man didn’t seem to notice his attitude. “You can call me the Guest of Canghai5,” he said by way of introduction, unruffled. “I am a divine messenger from the East Sea--”




“What?” he said, unsure if he’d heard right.




“I am a divine messenger from the East Sea, obeying my god’s command to seek out a certain person...”




It
 wasn’t his ears that were at fault, apparently. The youth laughed, and 
said “Sir, you have the wrong person. I live on the left side of 
Huaiying Gate.” He turned to leave. Really, he hadn’t expected anyone to
 play that sort of game with him!




The self-proclaimed Guest of Canghai stared blankly at him. “The left side of the gate? What are you talking about?”




“The
 left side for the lowly, the right side for the rich. You don’t even 
know that? Go find someone from the right side. They’re the ones who’ll 
be your clients.” Exasperating, to have to waste his breath on this sort
 of person.




“Wait! You think I’m one of those incense-waving frauds?”




The youth didn’t bother to respond, continuing to walk away.




“I really am a divine messenger. Perhaps you aren’t the sort to believe in ghosts and gods--”




“Let’s say you’re right,” the youth tossed back.




“--But does something necessarily not exist if you don’t believe in it?”




Seeing
 that the youth showed no signs of halting his steps, the Guest of 
Canghai continued: “If I really were a fraud, what would I have to gain 
from someone as penniless as you?”




The youth walked on.




The Guest of Canghai said, idly: “Young man, have you given up your quest to become a conqueror, then?”




That gentle voice hit him like a thunderbolt. He froze, his fishing basket tumbling to the ground from paralyzed hands.




No, no.
 He’d hidden away his most lunatic thought deep in his heart. He’d never
 dared to reveal his terrible ambition to anyone. This stranger couldn’t
 know something like that.




The
 Guest of Canghai caught up to him unhurriedly. “Your talent would be 
sufficient, but the time is wrong. If you’d been born a hundred years 
earlier, your achievements could have rivaled that of Duke Huan of Qi 
and Duke Wen of Jin6 .
 But in this age, what a pity, you’re doomed to live and die a commoner,
 huddled amongst the weeds and brush. Unless you had my master’s 
help...”




“Bullshit!” The youth turned around slowly, eyes fixed on the Guest of Changhai. “I’ve never heard anything so ridiculous.”




“You
 can deny it,” the Guest of Canghai said. “Whether I spoke truly, your 
heart knows better than mine. But don’t worry, I’m not a court 
official.”




No,
 he wouldn’t be a court official. The court of today guarded against its
 people and administered its punishments with unprecedented 
ruthlessness. If he were a court official and had the slightest doubt 
about his loyalties, they wouldn’t be standing here talking. But who was
 he, then? 




“Are
 you working for one of the six fallen states?” he asked, an idea 
flashing into mind. He’d heard stories recently about underground 
resistance groups hiding amongst the commoners, plotting to restore 
their states. They supposedly made use of wandering fortune-tellers and 
charlatans to find talents for their cause.




The Guest of Canghai shook his head. “No, I work for my god.”




“Are
 you serving the Chu cause?” Of the various stories and rumors, the most
 infamous was: “If Chu has but three households left, it will destroy 
the Qin Empire7 !” And this had been Chu territory before the unification. To the youth, this seemed the most likely.




“I
 serve my god.” The Guest of Canghai sighed. “Is it really this hard for
 you to believe? I can see that you’re intelligent, quick to deduce the 
most probable answer from the information you’re given. But some things 
under heaven won’t submit to that sort of logic. There are limits to 
what humanity can know, after all. Why must you try to explain away what
 you don’t understand with your incomplete prior knowledge?”




“Fine.” The youth hugged his arms in front of his chest. “Then use what I don’t
 know to explain all this. Why do you claim I’m so ambitious? Do I 
appear to be that sort of person?” He looked down self-deprecatingly at 
his feet, half-exposed in tattered shoes.




The Guest of Canghai hesitated before saying: “I know from your behavior. From your deeds.”




“My deeds? What did I do?”




“Nine years later, you will join a rebellion. Your behavior then is enough to prove that you’ve long harbored great ambition.”




“Nine years later?” He stared, then laughed. “You can see the future.”




The Guest of Canghai said seriously: “Not me, but my master. I am only another ordinary person.”




“A
 rebellion, nine years later?” the youth said, still laughing. 
“Interesting. With Qin Shihuang’s governance skills and a crown prince 
as capable as Fusu, the Qin Empire will know at least fifty years of 
peace and prosperity. Nine years? Ha!”




The Guest of Canghai didn’t smile. His face remained impassive, cold.




“Fine,
 then. Your master is a god who can see the future. If he knows that 
there will be a rebellion in nine years, then surely he knows how it 
will end?”




“Yes,” said the Guest of Canghai.




“Then
 does it succeed or fail?” He realized suddenly that his heart was 
speeding. Why? When had he begun to believe in this charlatan’s 
nonsense?




“I’m
 sorry.” The Guest of Canghai shook his head. “My master has said 
before, revealing too much will cause unpredictable changes... 




“It would twist the course of heaven itself. And regardless, that’s not why I came here.”




To his surprise, the youth felt a pang of disappointment at his answer. “Then why are you here?”




The Guest of Canghai said: “To make a deal with you.”




He hadn’t been expecting that. “A deal?” Was the man trying to get money out of him after all?




But as he’d said earlier: what could he take from someone as penniless as him?




The
 Guest of Canghai said: “You’re a rare talent, but not everyone with 
talent can get a chance to use it, as you’ve seen. Twelve years later, 
you will meet with a difficulty that no mortal power can overcome, a 
crisis that will drive you to despair and doom your quest. The only one 
who can save you from it will be my master. You’ll need my master’s 
help, and coincidentally, my master needs your help for a certain task.”




“A difficulty?” he asked curiously. “What kind of difficulty? And what does your master want me to do?”




“I cannot tell you now, and there would be no purpose in telling you now. You will understand when the time comes.”




The
 youth looked at the Guest of Canghai for a while, and suddenly laughed.
 “If your master is so powerful, able to help me overcome a challenge no
 mortal can defeat, why does he need a mere mortal like me to aid him? 
Surely that’s too much of a stretch?”




The Guest of Canghai didn’t anger, and simply said: “Who says that gods are omnipotent?”




“Everyone in the world?”




“And which of them have seen a real god?”




The young man paused. Then, slowly, he said: “How can you prove that your master is a real god?”




The
 Guest of Canghai said: “I don’t need to prove it, when time will prove 
everything for you. I only want to arrange this deal with you...”




“And if I refuse?”




“Refuse?”
 The Guest of Canghai looked taken aback, but at the same time, looked 
as if he’d expected that answer. He nodded. “My master was right, it 
seems, when he said you wouldn’t be easy to persuade. You’re too 
outstanding a talent, and outstanding talents always think they can do 
everything by themselves, always dismiss others’ offers of help...”




“It’s
 not a matter of dismissing others’ help, but a matter of preventing 
others from having power over me,” the youth said. “A debt of gratitude 
is just like any other debt-- that I know only too well, and I despise 
that feeling. My future is mine alone, and I’m not selling it to anyone,
 not even a god.”




A
 strange look drifted into the Guest of Canghai’s cold eyes, but it was 
hidden in an instant. “Very well,” he said in the same cool tone as 
before. “Your youth and talents are your capital, to invest as you wish.
 You have twelve years to consider the deal I offered you. After the 
twelve years have passed, I will find you again, and you can tell me 
your decision then.”




The youth said in equally chilly tones: “Don’t bother. I’ve made my choice already, and I don’t think I’ll be changing it.”




The
 Guest of Canghai slowly turned in the direction of the shadowy woods, 
and said, equally slowly: “Young man, don’t vow such things so quickly. 
Who you are in the present isn’t necessarily who you’ll be in the 
future; what you decide in the present, too, is not necessarily what 
you’ll decide in the future.”




His
 words left the youth feeling oddly uncertain. To rid himself of his 
discomfort, he called out towards the retreating silhouette: “What do 
you mean by that? The present me? The future me? Do you think you 
understand me better than I understand myself?”




The
 Guest of Canghai was almost invisible against the backdrop of the 
darkening woods, but his voice floated out like that of a spirit’s: “In 
the present, you believe that you hold your fate in your own hands. In 
the future, you will know what they mean by ‘the will of heaven is 
difficult to disobey.’ “




Silence
 fell again. The heavy darkness enveloped him, accompanied by an 
all-pervading chill in the air. Though he stood on open ground, the 
youth suddenly felt as if he was suffocating.



“The
 will of heaven... the will of heaven...” he muttered. “If my 
unfulfillable quest really is the will of heaven, then doesn’t that mean
 I’ll still lose everything a god can help me gain, in the end?”



--------------------------------------------------------------


Notes

Although the youth is never explicitly named in this prologue, there's enough hints to show that it's Han Xin. I don't believe his birth year is recorded in history, although the adaptations I've seen tend to portray him as fairly young-- if anyone has more information about this, I'd appreciate it.



1 "Town Marshal" is the way I've chosen to translate the title of 亭长. A 亭长 is a village official in charge of local police, the implementation of corvees, lodging for travelers, and the like. While Town Marshal Yao is probably fictional, a different ex-Town Marshal of Chu to be introduced later is very much historical.


2 This story, along with the story about the Town Marshal's wife, comes straight from Records of the Grand Historian While Han Xin was fishing at the creek, an old laundress at work nearby gave him food. When a grateful Han Xin swore he'd repay her someday, she dismissed him, saying that she was taking pity on him, and didn't expect any sort of reward from a healthy young man who couldn't even feed himself.


3 Another historical story. The town bully saw that Han Xin liked carrying around a sword, and challenged him to either show he actually knew how to use his fancy sword by killing the bully with it, or crawl through his legs like a coward. Han Xin, deciding the bully wasn't worth it, crawled through his legs.


4 Wei Liao was historically an adviser of Qin Shihuang's. He also wrote Wei Liaozi, a famous work of military strategy. Little is known about him besides this.


5 This is how I've chosen to translate 沧海客. "Canghai" literally means "vast sea" or "cold sea".


6 Duke Huan of Qi and Duke Wen of Jin are two of the Five Hegemons of the Spring and Autumn Period (770 to 476 BCE), who brought their respective states to regional dominance. Their title is "Duke" and not "King"; the rulers of each individual state wouldn't be titled as kings until the Warring States Period that followed.


7 My translation is, sadly, not nearly as pithy the original: 楚虽三户， 亡秦必楚. Another interpretation of this saying is that the "three households" refers to the three great noble families of Chu.
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Prologue II










Some daring assassin tried to ambush the First Emperor at Bolang Sands![1]





The news spread, shocking an empire.





A carriage in the First Emperor’s entourage was smashed to splinters. Enraged, the emperor promptly ordered a nationwide manhunt. The assassin was said to be Zhang Liang, a native of Hann[2], but no one could catch the man to close the case.





There were many strange stories about the assassination itself. According to the strangest, the assassin’s weapon had been a giant metal hammer, a hundred and twenty catties[3] in weight! Too ridiculous. But no other explanation existed for the astounding destruction that single blow had caused, and most accepted the story in the end.





In the thirty-fifth year of the First Emperor’s reign[4], an even more alarming piece of news spread from Xianyang: the emperor had ordered more than four hundred and sixty alchemists and scholars buried alive! They’d wasted tens of thousands in expenditures without creating the immortality potion they’d promised him, and so they died.





Crown Prince Fusu, for his objections to the massacre, was exiled to the northern garrison at Shanjun.





There, far away from the capital, they were constructing a border wall on a massive scale.





Ying Fusu, sitting unhappily by the watchtower, watched the endless flow of convict workers below, ears filled with the undulating clamor of horns and the “peng-peng” of earth being rammed into blocks.





Commander Meng Tian patrolled for a while longer, then slid his whip back through his belt and came to sit beside Fusu. “Crown Prince, don’t worry. This is only a brief lapse in His Majesty’s great wisdom. He’ll summon you back soon.”





Fusu gazed at the Great Wall, winding unbroken into the distance. “Maybe,” he said. His voice sounded uncertain.





He held no grudge against his father for his loss of favor. All he felt was worry and deep fear.





As the son closest and dearest to the First Emperor, he alone realized that his father’s order had not been a rash, spur-of-the-moment misjudgment. He was sick, terribly sick. More terrifyingly, his father himself did not know.

[bookmark: more]---




“We wish to become a Real Being.” The First Emperor sat upon his bed, in high spirits as he gazed upon the Immortal-Gazing Shoes the servant had slipped onto his feet. “Have you heard of Real Beings?”





Li Si, standing at his side, shook his head blankly.





“They enter water without wetting, enter fire without cooking. They can fly upon clouds and vapor, live as long as heaven and earth themselves live. Ah---” He sighed regretfully, voice full of longing. “We truly admire Real Beings. From now on, call us ‘Real Being’ instead of ‘Your Majesty’. Also, we need peace and tranquility. Cease your attempts to get our servants to inform you of our movements.”





Inwardly, Li Si startled. “I would not dare,” he said, head down.





“You would not dare?” The First Emperor snorted. “You’ve already dared!”





Li Si knelt, not daring to raise his head. The First Emperor stood as his servant dressed him in a newly-tailored Smock of Cloud-Thickets. “The last time we were at Liangshan Palace, looking at the escorts you’d sent out below the mountain, we’d said: ‘Such an ostentatious parade!’ No more than an offhand remark, but you decreased the escort the very next day, no? Ah, Li Si, you’re too smart for your own good. Have you heard the saying: ‘so sharp you cut yourself?’”





Li Si, in a cold sweat, prostrated himself. “I... I have committed a misdeed worthy of death,” he said shakily.





The First Emperor turned towards the mirror, examining his new attire from every angle before nodding in satisfaction. Glancing towards Li Si, he said: “Stand up. We’ll let it pass this time. But only this time. If it happens again, we can’t promise what we’ll do with you, understand?”





Li Si stood. “Yes. Thank you, Your Majesty...”





“Oh?” The First Emperor growled.





Li Si hesitated, then understood: “Thank you... Real Being.” The words sounded unnatural in his voice.





The servant started on the First Emperor’s Crown of Rising Firmament. The First Emperor tipped up his chin to let him tie the straps. “There were forty-two servants and aides at my side that day, at Liangshan Palace. I’ve-- ai, loosen the straps a little! Zhao Gao, are you trying to strangle me-- I’ve executed them all. Too much work to interrogate them one by one. Remember that they died because of you.”





Chill after chill crawled up Li Si’s back.





The First Emperor walked over. He patted Li Si lightly on the shoulder and said gently: “Well, things aren’t that serious. We know you’re loyal, that you were only trying to better cater to us. But we wish to become a Real Being now. If you know of all our movements, too much of the mortal world’s dust will cling to us, and that will hinder the divine spirits when they try to appear. So it has to be this way. You understand, don’t you?”





Seeing the First Emperor in his strange clothes, so calmly airing his madnesses, Li Si felt fear to his bones.





The First Emperor made a gesture. The servants scurried to his side, escorting him towards the palace doors. Li Si hurried after him. “Your M... Real Being, the petitioners in Xianyang Palace...”





The First Emperor waved a hand, not bothering to turn his head. “We told you already, you and Feng Quji can work everything out between the two of you!”





“But there are some things that only... only Real Being can decide.”





“We trust you.” The First Emperor turned, said impatiently: “Do as you’d like!”





Li Si said: “It’s been three months since we held court. There are issues of governance...”





“Governance! Governance!” the First Emperor snarled. “We higher beings have things more important than governance to take care of, understand?” He left with a toss of his sleeves.





Li Si could only watch the First Emperor depart into the distance. Was this the same fierce, ambitious young ruler who’d received him when he presented Memorial Against the Expulsion of Foreigners?[5]





“Chancellor, we’d best go back now,” Li Si heard someone behind him say.





“Oh.” Li Si turned. “Grand Historian Zhong.”





Grand Historian Zhong Xiu approached to Li Si. “Chancellor, you should go back,” he repeated. “With things as they are, there’s nothing we can do.”





Li Si’s heart ached. “I long for the King of Qin from before.”





Zhong Xiu sighed. “We all feel the same. You should follow the example of Military Minister Wei-- if the roads are impassable, retreat. Save yourself this grief.”





Li Si turned his head back to gaze at the empty corridor from which the First Emperor had left. For a while, he was silent in melancholy. Then he stamped his foot, said with fury: “It’s all because of that demon! The Military Minister was right. Demons doom a state-- thus it has always been.”





Puzzlement flashed across Zhong Xiu’s eyes. “Who knows? I’ve run the archives for over thirty years, and I’ve never heard of anything like it. Perhaps he truly was a divine spirit...”





“A demon! He could only have been a demon!” Li Si said through gritted teeth. “What divine spirit corrupts a ruler like this? What divine spirit sows chaos in the land like this?”












---






While the First Emperor eagerly awaited immortality, ill omen after ill omen manifested, as if to spite him. Mars had intruded into the Belt of Orion, the astrologists reported-- a warning!





A meteor landed in the east, and on it was written: “The First Emperor shall die and the land shall divide.”





A demonic creature appeared on the Huaying-Pingshu road, only to disappear without a trace. “This year, the Dragon Forefather shall die,” it had said. Taboo words to the First Emperor, all of them. His temper grew worse, and his close ministers grew more fearful.





The mass executions he ordered afterwards did nothing to improve his mood. In the end, the First Emperor decided to embark on another tour of his empire, to cleanse the ill omens wherever he found them, and clear the ire from his heart.





Accompanying the First Emperor were Chancellor of the Left Li Si and the young prince Huhai. No one expected that these two guests in the entourage would rewrite the fate of an empire.





The First Emperor traveled to Yunmeng, performing sacrifices to Yu Shun at the Jiuyi Mountains.[6] Then he followed the flow of the Yangtze river, in high spirits as he admired the passing scenery. Across the banks, past Danyang, to the Qiantang River, then across Zhejiang, and up Kuaiji Mountain, where he sacrificed to the Great Yu.[7] Like before, he left plaques and steles to sing of his own deeds as he made his way towards the sea. Past Wu County, another river crossing at Jiangcheng County. From there he traced the coastline north towards Langya.





The alchemists led by Xu Fu had claimed that there existed a magical mountain in the sea, populated by immortals who also held the secret of bestowing immortality. They’d failed to obtain the secret after much expenditure, yes, but that was the fault of the giant sharks that attacked them every time they ventured into open water. The First Emperor, who’d been so disillusioned by the promises of the alchemists, still found it in him to believe this laughable explanation. On this expedition, he had ordered men to bring massive versions of various fishing gear, and a heavy crossbow for himself, in anticipation of the giant sharks.





They saw no large fish on the voyage from Langya to Rongcheng Mountain. On the voyage to Zhifu Mountain, they saw some bigger fish, and shot one, but they couldn’t tell if it was the same kind that Xu Shi had warned them of.





The accompanying ministers and officials saw the First Emperor less and less on the return trip. After Shaqiu, not even his aides met with him. Only Chancellor Li Si, his servant Zhao Gao, and a few trusted others ever entered the emperor’s carriage.





A fast horse and messenger galloped towards Shangjun.




---







The edict, written on light silk, floated to the ground from Fusu’s hands.





Trembling, Fu Su reached for the sword that had accompanied the edict and slowly drew it. The messenger stood to the side, watching coldly. 





Meng Tian rushed through the door and seized Fusu’s hand. “Crown Prince, what are you doing?”





Fusu pointed to the edict on the floor. “See for yourself.”





Meng Tian picked up the edict, read it. His head snapped up. “Crown Prince, you can’t kill yourself! This edict can only be a fake!”





Fusu stared emptily into the distance. “It’s my father’s handwriting, my father’s seal, my father’s sword. What part of it is fake?”





Meng Tian grabbed Fusu’s shoulders forcibly, shouted: “The seal and the sword could have been stolen! Either Li Si and Zhao Gao could have imitated His Majesty’s handwriting! Crown Prince, think about it. His Majesty gave me three hundred thousand good troops to garrison here and named you as supervisor. He granted us such great authority, and now he suddenly wants us to kill ourselves? Don’t you find this suspicious?”





The messenger impatiently feigned a cough.





Fusu slowly shifted his gaze to Meng Tian. His smile was full of grief. “No, this truly is my father’s intent, I know.”





Fu Su obeyed his father’s edict and committed suicide. Meng Tian refused, but agreed to surrender his command, and was taken prisoner.






---







They revealed the news after the carriages returned to Xianyang. Only then did everyone learn: the First Emperor had passed away on the return journey.





Chancellor Li Si announced the First Emperor’s dying edict: his eighteenth son, Huhai, would succeed him as emperor.





More than passing strange, that the First Emperor would order his eldest son to commit suicide, and give the throne to a much younger son, when he’d never shown the slightest intention of such a plan before. Why had he suddenly made such an unusual decision in the last days of his life?





Some began to suspect: the First Emperor’s dying edict had been tampered with.





Some began to speculate: Li Si and Zhao Gao, who’d been closest to the First Emperor, were hiding something.





But regardless of the suspicions and speculations, Huhai was still the Crown Prince. And so he ascended the throne and became the Qin Dynasty’s Second Emperor.





The new emperor soon revealed his cruelty and incompetency. Immediately, he ordered that all of the former emperor’s childless concubines be buried with him in his tomb. Under Zhao Gao’s persuasion, he executed the great ministers who’d served his father, and a few dozen of the other princes and princesses, so that none living had the authority to challenge his right of rule. To prop up his prestige, he imitated the First Emperor and toured the land in great expeditions, carving steles of self-praise wherever he went-- though he had no achievements to praise.





From that April onwards, he ordered the continued construction of Epang Palace[8], as well as the relocation of fifty thousand troops to Xianyang. Though he called them a garrison, they were in reality meant to accompany the emperor on his hunts. The city ran low on food with the sudden population increase; therefore, he ordered other counties to ship supplies to Xianyang-- enough for the soldiers and laborers, as well as enough to sustain the transport crews on their long journeys.





Such a massive project, coupled with such wastage, drove the common people into greater and greater poverty. Outrage seethed amongst the peasants, but the Second Emperor did nothing to ease their discontent; he only tightened the laws, enacted harsher punishments.





A dangerous thing to do, but no one dared to point this out.





Grim laws and mass purges had taught the ministers of the court to tread fearfully. To protect their own lives and livelihood, they’d learned to speak only flattery and share only heartening news. For this reason, no one had even dared to tell the new emperor: in the province that had once been the state of Chu, someone had begun a rebellion!





The first to revolt was a band of garrison soldiers led by Chen Sheng. He declared himself King of Chu afterwards, with the reign name of “Unfurling Chu”. The peasants, who’d long suffered under the oppressive rule of Qin, rose in droves in answer to Chen Sheng, killing the Qin officials in county after county.





Chen Sheng ordered his subordinate Wu Guang to attack Xinyang to the west; Wu Chen, Zhang Er, and Chen Yu to retake the territory formerly under Zhao rule; Deng Zong to conquer Jiujiang; Zhou Shi to retake Wei territory. More and more troops joined his revolt: Qin Jia of Ling County, Zhu Jishi of Fuli, Liu Bang of Pei County, Xiang Liang and Xiang Yu of central Wu...





East of Xiao Mountain[9], Qin authority soon crumbled away. West of Xiao Mountain, its control was no longer absolute: under Chen Sheng’s order, Zhou Wen marched west to attack Qin, and soon reached the main doorway to Xianyang-- Hangu Pass.[10]





Everyone believed now: the Qin empire would fall.





And yet, events took a rapid turn for the worse.





At Xiting, barely a hundred li[11] from Xianyang, the Qin Treasurer Zhang Han led an army to smash Zhou Wen. The rebels, so close to victory, were forced to retreat back through Hangu Pass.





And no one came to help this lone force, deep in enemy territory. The reason was simple: everyone knew that Qin was about to fall, so everyone had begun to consider how to reap the biggest gains afterwards.





As things currently stood, if Zhou Wen had succeeded in conquering Qin, Chen Sheng’s position would have soared. But ever since Chen Sheng named himself king, he’d become more and more arrogant, more and more volatile. When some of his old laborer friends visited and dared to treat him like an equal, he’d executed them. If a person like him gained control of the land, who’d be able to live in peace afterwards?





So the others only watched as Zhou Wen was defeated and then defeated again, until he finally committed suicide. Every rebel force was too busy carving out territory or infighting to help.





As those willing to fight for Chen Sheng dwindled, those willing to betray him grew in number.





In December, pursued by Qin forces, Chen Sheng retreated to Ruyin. He would die there. One night, as he slept off the evening’s drinking, one of his carriage drivers hacked off his head and presented it to the Qin army.





People have short attention spans in times of chaos; no one bothered to mourn this rebel, who’d been brave enough to lead the first struggle against Qin. Soon enough, a new King of Chu ascended the throne. Unlike Chen Sheng, this king was actually of the Chu royal bloodline. Xiang Liang and his nephew Xiang Yu had found him, the grandson of King Huai of Chu, hiding amongst the commoners. To call upon the nostalgia and patriotism of the people of Chu, they gave him the same title as his grandfather; he, too, would be called King Huai.





The battle was still being fought, but not in the same way as before.





They were no longer rebels united against a tyrannical Qin. The six states toppled one by one at Qin Shihuang’s hands stood independent again, as if the clock had turned back twenty years.




---------------------------------------






Notes:

This chapter is pretty exposition-heavy (it was not easy to footnote, either,) but it's an effective way of introducing all the history in play, as well as some of the characters that will have larger roles to play in the story proper. It's quite interesting to see how many of the legends of the Chu-Han Contention started out as just another rebel among many, many of them.



[1] Bolang Sands is located in Yangwu County in modern-day Henan Province, on the road leading east from the Qin capital of Xianyang. The terrain, full of overgrown dunes and marshes, would have been excellent for an ambush.


[2] The name of the state, 韩 (not to be confused with Korea, whose name shares the character), technically should be translated as Han with only one n. However, to distinguish it from the kingdom of Han(汉), which plays a huge role in the history to follow, it seems to be a standard convention to translate the state's name as Hann in works dealing with this era. This convention isn't perfect-- the Han in Han Xin's name is actually 韩 too-- but it seems like it would be less confusing than accent marks or no distinguishing marks, so I'm going with that for this translation.


[3] A catty is equivalent to 1 1/3 pounds or approximately 0.6 kilograms. 120 catties would be equivalent to 160 pounds or 72 kilograms.


[4] Counting from the year Ying Zheng became the king of Qin in 247 BCE at the age of 13, this would be 212 BCE.


[5] Before the unification of China, the Ying royal family and the native-born ministers of Qin persuaded Ying Zheng, then king of Qin, to order the expulsion of all foreigners (born in the other states) from Qin. Li Si, a native of the state of Chu himself, wrote the Memorial Against the Expulsion of Foreigners so that the then-King of Qin would rescind his order. It succeeded, and the Memorial has been immortalized since as a literary masterpiece.


[6] The Jiuyi Mountains are located in southern modern-day Hunan province. Yu Shun, one of the legendary Five Emperors, is said to be buried here.


[7] Kuaiji Mountain is said to be the burial location of Great Yu, founder of the Xia Dynasty.


[8] Epang(the most widely agreed upon pronunciation of 阿房) Palace is the infamously lavish palace complex begun by Qin Shihuang. It remained unfinished at the time of his death.


[9] Xiao Mountain is located in western Henan Province. Its steep terrain is part of the easternmost natural defenses of the Qin heartland.


[10] The Qin heartland is surrounded by mountains and rough terrain. Hangu Pass is the main access point for an army wishing to invade from the eastern plains.


[11] A li during the Qin Dynasty was roughly equivalent to half a kilometer, or 1/3 of a mile.
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Han Xin I









In the third year of the reign of the Second Emperor, Zhang Han’s three hundred thousand Qin troops surrounded the Zhao army at Julu.[1] King Huai of Chu sent Song Yi and Xiang Yu to relieve the siege.





The army marched forth till Anyang[2], where, for the next forty days, it did nothing.







---



[bookmark: more]


Xiang Yu stormed into the Commander-in-Chief’s tent. “Why haven’t we advanced yet?” he demanded of Song Yi. “Are you just going to sit here and watch Zhao fall?”





“Why the hurry?” Song Yi replied lazily. “What do we owe the King of Zhao, that we should fight Qin on his behalf? Don’t forget, the Qin army is more than four times the size of ours! And Zhang Han is no joke. Your uncle died when he attacked him-- against my advice, I’ll remind you.”





“And I’ll remind you that King Huai of Chu sent us here to save Zhao!” Xiang Yu retorted, anger barely kept in check. “So why aren’t you moving the troops?”





Song Yi said: “This is called strategy! Right now, the Qin army is busy fighting Zhao. If they win, their troops will be exhausted, and we can take the opportunity to attack them. If they lose, all the better. We can then invade west towards Xianyang and destroy the Qin once and for all. Why shouldn’t we let Qin and Zhao claw at each other for a while? This is called ‘destroying another’s soldiers without fighting’, understand?”





“I’ve read the military texts,” Xiang Yu said. “I don’t need you to teach me! There are two ways to win without fighting: ‘the best army strikes with strategy, and the next best attacks with diplomacy.’ Which way are you using? Are you relying on strategy? Diplomacy? No, you’re relying on the sacrifice of the state of Zhao! The Qin army’s too strong, and Zhao too recently restored, for Zhao to stand a chance. And you call this ‘destroying another’s soldiers without fighting?’ Whose soldiers, exactly, are you destroying?”




Song Yi smirked. “Your late uncle was right when he said that you read the military texts, but only by halves! Isn’t sacrificing Zhao to exhaust the Qin army our best strategy? Really, the ‘insights’ of the ignorant can’t be reasoned with!”




Song Yi’s last few words were muttered under his breath, almost to himself, but Xiang Yu heard.





“What did you say?” Xiang Yu snarled, hand going to the hilt of his sword. He moved to stand. “Say that again!” Suddenly, he felt someone gently hold back his sword hand. When he turned, he saw his bodyguard.





“Please calm down, general,” the bodyguard whispered. Xiang Yu glowered at his surroundings, then sat again.





“That’s right,” Song Yi said lightly. “It’s best if you indulge in that fiery temper away from my tent. And don’t forget, I’m the Commander-in-Chief, and you’re only the Deputy Commander. King Huai himself decreed it.”





Xiang Yu gritted his teeth. “If you aren’t going to go save Zhao, I will!”





Song Yi eyed him, then tapped his desk. “Guards!”





A soldier entered and bowed. “At your command, Commander-in-Chief.”





Song Yi said: “Tell the troops, from the generals to the footsoldiers, that they must take no initiative on their own. If anyone insists on disobeying orders like some fame-starved beast, execute them without exception.”





“Aye,” said the soldier, leaving purposefully.





Song Yi turned back to Xiang Yu and said: “Commander Xiang, I am simply using the authority that King Huai gave me. Surely you have no objections?”





Xiang Yu snorted. “King Huai, King Huai! Do you really consider that brat fit to sit on the throne of Chu?” He got to his feet and strode out.





Song Yi slammed his fist on his desk. “Xiang Yu!” he roared. “Don’t get too full of yourself. Just because you’re Xiang Liang’s nephew...”





But Xiang Yu had already left.



---





“King Huai? He’s not worth shit!” Xiang Yu spat groundward as he walked. “I dared to say that I could replace Qin Shihuang himself, when he was still alive. What’s Xiong Xin in comparison? If it weren’t for my uncle, he’d still be herding sheep for his landlord! And Song Yi tries to invoke his name to threaten me? Laughable! His incompetence will destroy Chu someday!”





The bodyguard walking behind him said: “Song Yi’s words weren’t without reason, though he was too short-sighted, too focused on immediate gain.”





Xiang Yu halted, turning to size up this bodyguard. “Halberd-Bearer Han Xin, you sound full of insights! Pray tell, then, how was Song Yi justified? How was he short-sighted?”





Han Xin could hear the mocking note in Xiang Yu’s words, but he’d chosen to speak, and could only continue. “Song Yi wanted to wait until Qin and Zhao exhausted each other, then seize the fisherman’s advantage.[3] There are advantages to this plan, yes, but I fear he’d lose more than he gained in the long term. First, if Song Yi’s plan were enacted, the State of Zhao will undoubtedly fall, and we would lose an ally. Second, others will say afterwards that Chu only cares about protecting itself, and not its allies. If our allies don’t trust us to defend them, will they allow us to lead them? When Qin falls and the others look for their new hegemon, Chu will have little to stand upon.”





Xiang Yu said: “Then what do you advise?”





Han Xin examined Xiang Yu, but could not read his expression. He hesitated, deliberating, but still spoke his mind in the end: “Our troops could make a big deal out of advancing, banners up and drums sounding. But we won’t actually attack the main Qin force just yet. Our main goal is to give the Zhao defenders new hope, make them willing to come out of the city and pit themselves against the Qin forces in one last great battle to the death. The Qin army has surrounded Julu for so long without making any gains, they’re like a bowstring that’s been kept stretched to its limit. Suddenly put new pressure on it, and it will reveal where it’s closest to snapping. Our army can use the opportunity to turn our feigned attack into a real attack, coordinate our efforts with the Zhao army to strike from both outside and within--”





“Hah!” Xiang Yu snorted coldly. “I’d thought you had some real insights, but it turns out you’re no different from Song Yi. The state of Zhao is about to fall, and you’re still droning on about feigned attacks!” Xiang Yu turned and pointed into the distance, in the direction of the Qin encampments. “Zhang Han is my mortal enemy, my indefatigable foe, the killer of my uncle. But I admire him! Do you know why? Because he’s brave and loyal and honorable, a general who’s earned every victory with skill and hard fighting. But you? Look at the ideas you’re trying to feed me! Do you want the men of Zhao to prod me in the spine and curse me? Song Yi’s plan isn’t worthy of a hegemon, but yours somehow is? Laughable!”





Han Xin knew that Xiang Yu hadn’t understood his plan. “General, that wasn’t what I was trying to say,” he tried to explain, patiently. “My plan is different from Song Yi’s--”





“Yes, you’re different from Song Yi, indeed,” Xiang Yu said, interrupting him with a wave of his hand. “You’re smarter than him. You’re smarter-- you won’t do anything to help, but you’re going to sound like you’ve done something to help! What kind of person do you take me for? You, I’ll say-- a false gentleman is worse than an openly petty man!” Xiang Yu left him in the dust, striding into the tent of Fan Zeng. 





Han Xin remained where he stood, numb; Xiang Yu’s last words had wounded him to the heart. This wasn’t the first time he’d been insulted without reason, either. Xiang Yu had lashed out against every plan he’d tried to present, and even on the occasions where time and fact proved him right, Xiang Yi had given him no acknowledgment.





Why?



---





Xiang Yu entered Fan Zeng’s tent, shedding his armor and throwing his sword to the side. Scarcely had he sat down before he said: “I’ll kill that Song Yi--”





Shocked, Fan Zeng said: “Careful with your words, general.” He walked to the entrance and pulled the tent flap aside to check outside. Then he replaced the flap and asked: “What happened?”





Xiang Yu said: “Song Yi is refusing to aid Zhao. When I asked him to send out troops, he pulled rank on me.”





“Ah.” Fan Zeng paced a few steps, then sat back down. “Did he tell you his reason?”





“Yes. The same old ‘wait until the Qin troops exhaust themselves before attacking’ speech.”





Fan Zeng asked: “And how do you see things?”





Xiang Yu said: “Qin is strong and Zhao is weak, that’s obvious. Julu’s going to fall any day now. When that happens, the Qin troops will have Zhao’s granaries to replenish their own, and that will make them even stronger. What opportunity is there to be had in waiting?”





“Oh--” Fan Zeng stroked his grizzled beard, muttering to himself.





Impatient, Xiang Yu asked: “Foster Father, are you agreeing with Song Yi too?”





“No,” Fan Zeng said, shaking his head. “Song Yi’s plan might win us a bit of short-term gain, but we’d lose Zhao as an ally, as well as Chu’s reputation as a responsible leader, hindering our state’s long-term expansion. The best tactic would be to...”





Fan Zeng was prepared to mutter on before noticing Xiang Yu’s strange expression. “Ah-Ji[4], what’s wrong?”





Xiang Yu said: “Foster Father, what you said... how come what you said sounds so much like what he said?”





“Who? Who had such insight?” Fan Zeng asked, surprised.





“Oh! He’s the one outside right now-- my bodyguard, Han Xin. He joined my uncle’s army two years ago. He’s been accompanying me since my uncle died.”





Fan Zeng asked: “What did he say, exactly?”





Xiang Yu relayed his conversation with Han Xin.





“To think that you have such a talent right under your command!” Fan Zeng seized Xiang Yu’s hand impassionedly. “Wonderful! This is a gift from heaven, Ah-Ji. You must use him to his full potential.”





“Foster Father, leave off him.” Xiang Yu tugged his hand loose. “I don’t want to use him.”





Fan Zeng, shocked, asked: “Why?”





Xiang Yu said: “Foster Father, you haven’t heard what he did while he lived in Huaiying. Some thug trying to pick a fight confronted him in public and told him: ‘If you’re not afraid of death, take out your sword and give me a good stab with it. If you’re too much of a coward, then crawl away through my legs.’ And what do you think happened? He actually crawled between the man’s legs! The whole street was laughing at him, and he still acted as if nothing had happened. When I first heard the story, I couldn’t believe my ears: how could anyone this cowardly exist?”





Fan Zeng squinted at him. “You think he’s a coward?”





“Of course! If someone like him couldn’t be called a coward, who can?”





Fan Zeng said: “But if he were truly a coward, would he have joined your uncle’s rebellion? Two years ago, your uncle had not possessed the military strength we possess today.”





For a moment, Xiang Yu was speechless.





“To receive humiliation is not the fault of the victim,” Fan Zeng continued. “And after all, a caterpillar folds itself with the intent of extending itself forward. If he’s able to endure what few others would be able to endure, it only shows that he has uncommon ambitions.”





Xiang Yu said: “It’s not just that. I... actually, he’s tried to present strategies to me more than once. But I keep on feeling that his ideas are too underhanded. They aren’t right for a warrior.”





Fan Zeng looked at Xiang Yu for a long time, then sighed. “Ah-Ji, I owe your uncle the debt of recognition, of discovery. Before he died, he told me to aid you to the best of my ability, and I cannot shirk that duty. So there are certain things I must say. I hope you won’t take them the wrong way.”





Xiang Yu said: “How could I? My uncle told me to call you ‘Foster Father’ with the expectation that I’d treat you like my own father. Say what’s on your mind, Foster Father.”





Fan Zeng said: “Ah-Ji, you have an open, generous nature. I admire you for it, but at the same time, I fear for you. Your personality is not that of a successful ruler!”





“Foster Father, I don’t understand.”





Fan Zeng said: “No great man has ever risen without putting the ends before the means. All those heroes, all those towering figures of history have had a cold, heartless side. Some are just better at hiding it than others. There is no such thing as mercy in war, and no such thing as justice in politics. If they’d tried to obey every decree of their morals and honor, they’d never have accomplished anything. Duke Xiang of Song tried to fight his battles by the creed: ‘a gentleman does not take advantage of the crises of others.’ He nearly paid for it with his life.”[5]





“I’m hardly that grandmotherly,” Xiang Yu protested. “I’m fine with using strategy. I just don’t like using poisonous, treacherous tricks to get my way.”





Fan Zeng said: “Tricks are just another type of tool. How can a tool be moral or immoral? If a dirty trick works, it’s a good trick! Use it!”





Xiang Yu said: “But if we scheme and conspire our way to success, how can we keep the righteous name we’re fighting under?”





Fan Zeng said: “Duke Huan of Qi brought nine states together in alliance and established order under heaven. Who can question that he was just and righteous? But do you know how he came to power? He killed his own brother Jiu for the title of duke! The righteousness of a cause doesn’t come from the path you walk in the struggle, but in its end goal. For example, when your uncle helped Xiong Xin onto the throne of Chu, wasn’t that a tactic used for the sake of overthrowing Qin’s tyranny? You yourself know he’s little more than your uncle’s puppet. But he has the Chu royal blood, and he’ll allow us to gather more people to our cause, so your uncle used him as a figurehead.”





Xiang Yu, displeased to hear his uncle Xiang Liang being used in comparison, said: “That’s not the same.”





Fan Zeng said: “How is it not the same?”





Xiang Yu, unable to come up with anything, could only say: “Either way, I don’t want future generations to say that I bought my success with petty schemes.”





Fan Zeng said: “What’s wrong with petty schemes? ‘A man who steals a belt clasp is executed; a man who steals a kingdom is crowned.’ This is the way it’s always been. If you’re aiming to become a hegemon, as long as you succeed, who has the right to question the tactics you use on the way?”





Xiang Yu had nothing to say in refutation. He could only keep silent, but his expression showed that he hadn’t taken anything to heart. Fan Zeng, seeing it, sighed. He stood and made his way to the exit, to allow Xiang Yu to calm down and mull over his words in solitude. But as he lifted aside the tent flap, his hand hesitated. He looked outside contemplatively for a while before letting the tent flap fall. Turning his head, he said to Xiang Yu: “That man, Han Xin. Are you sure you don’t wish to use him?”





“I’m sure,” Xiang Yu said.





Fan Zeng sighed. “Talented people are hard to find. I hope you’ll reconsider. But if you truly don’t want to use him, you should watch him carefully.”





“Why?” Xiang Yu asked, surprised.





“His capabilities are too terrifying. If someone else manages to recruit him, we’ll have no end of trouble in the future.” Warning spoken, Fan Zeng left.





Someone else recruit him? No end of trouble in the future? Xiang Yu found it laughable. Who would recruit a coward willing to crawl through people’s legs?





Foster Father really made a big deal out of nothing at times.





Xiang Yu didn’t bother devoting any more thought to the matter of Han Xin. He had tomorrow’s big plan to consider, after all...



---





Early the next morning, Xiang Yu requested a private audience with Song Yi. No one was sure what exactly took place in the tent, but not too long after he’d entered, Xiang Yu strode back out with Song Yi’s severed head held in his dripping hand.




Xiang Yu announced: “Song Yi was conspiring in secret with the state of Qi against Chu’s best interests. The King of Chu had ordered me to kill this traitor.”




Once the subordinate generals recovered from their initial shock, they found that no one amongst them dared voice half a word against such a brazen act.




It just so happened that Song Yi had previously sent his son to Qi to become its chancellor at a time of trouble for the Chu army. It was plausible that Song Yi had ties to Qi. That he was a traitor to Chu, however, was more of a stretch. But he was dead now, and no one was about to offend someone like Xiang Yu over a dead man. A few particularly astute sycophants even praised Xiang Yu: “Your uncle had been the first to support King Huai of Chu, and today, you’ve eliminated a wily traitor for our state. Your family is truly the foundation upon which Chu stands!”




Xiang Yu sent a messenger to bring the news to King Huai, who had no choice but to confirm the edict he never wrote. He granted Xiang Yu the rank of Commander-in-Chief that was previously Song Yi’s.




Immediately, Xiang Yu ordered the Chu troops across the Zhang River to break the siege of Julu.




Once they reached the other bank, Xiang Yu commanded his soldiers to hack apart the boats they’d used with axes, smash their cooking vessels, burn their tents. Each soldier brought only three days’ worth of food with them. A signal: there would be no retreat.




This unprecedented order would be immortalized as “smashing the cooking vessels and sinking the boats,”[6] and it roused the Chu army’s fighting spirit to its peak. Fearlessly, each man fighting with the fury of ten, it drove attack after attack into the great Qin army.




The Qin army’s supply corridors broke down.




The seemingly impenetrable Qin ranks began to crumple.




The Qin officer Su Jiao was killed; the Qin officer Wang Li was captured; the Qin officer She Jian was driven to self-immolation.




The Qin general, Treasurer Zhang Han-- vanquisher of Zhou Wen and Chen Sheng and Xiang Liang-- asked Xiang Yu for terms of surrender.




Realizing that the Qin army remained a sizeable force, and that the Chu army was running out of supplies, Xiang Yu decided to accept his request. The two agreed to meet at Yinxu[7], south of the Huan River.




At Yinxu, Zhang Han informed Xiang Yu that he was surrendering not because of the results of a single battle-- in reality, he still had a good two hundred thousand troops left-- but because the government he served was no longer worth his loyalty.




“I don’t know if the Qin of today is ruled by the Yings or the Zhaos!” Zhang Han raged. “Zhao Gao’s killed practically every capable minister in court! First General Meng Tian, then Chancellor of the Right Feng Quji and General Feng Jie, then Chancellor of the Left Li Si. It’s going to be my turn next.” Zhang Han pointed to a person behind him. “You recognize Sima Xin, I believe?”




“Yes.” Xiang Yu nodded. “When my uncle and I were hiding amongst the commoners, my uncle was once arrested and thrown into prison. He was the prison warden of Liyang at the time. He saved my uncle’s life.”




Zhang Han said: “Now he’s my Chief Secretary. I sent him to Xianyang ten days ago to report on the battle-- Sima Xin, you can tell him yourself.”




Sima Xin said: “Yes. I went to Xianyang and tried to see the emperor. Zhao Gao made me kneel outside the palace for three days, but I never saw a sign of His Majesty. Later, I heard that Zhao Gao had learned of the seriousness of the situation, and feared that the emperor would find out and investigate. He was planning to use our General and these frontline troops as his scapegoats. I rode day and night in a rush to return here, taking every shortcut I could find. Only now have I learned that Zhao Gao sent troops out to ambush me en route. They would have killed me if I’d gone by the main roads.”




Zhang Han said: “Commander Xiang, you see the futility of selling our lives for this kind of government? I killed your uncle, and I do not dare expect you to forgive me. All I ask of you is this: when you take Xianyang, capture Zhao Gao and cut the flesh off of that traitor, scrap by scrap, to relieve the hatred in my heart! If you do so, I will go to my execution praising your name.” 




Having said that, Zhang Han knelt and prostrated himself in front of Xiang Yu.




Gazing upon his great and worthy enemy, forced to such straits by his corrupted rulers, fallen to such lows, Xiang Yu couldn’t help but take pity on him. He helped Zhang Han up. “Stand! I won’t kill you. You fought my uncle only because you and he each loyally served an opposing side. If you’re willing to turn your back on Qin and serve Chu, then that should be a stroke of great fortune for my state. Come stay in the Chu army and help me!”




Xiang Yu not only dismissed Zhang Han’s past aggressions, but also gave him the title of King of Yong, and named two Qin officers to aid him: Sima Xin became his Commander-in-Chief, Dong Yi his Prefectural General. He took in the two hundred thousand Qin prisoners of war and set forth for Guanzhong, the Land Within the Passes, Qin’s heartland.




No one questioned that Xiang Yu had the authority to name kings. The Battle of Julu had confirmed his unparalleled standing amongst the lords and kings of the states. He would sweep into the Qin heartland, capture Xianyang, become the undisputed hegemon under heaven-- of that, no one had any doubt. Many addressed him as “Great King” in advance.




Things went as planned. The residual glory of Xiang Yu’s victory at Julu smoothed his way considerably. On the road to Qin, to guard against any future risks, Xiang Yu ordered the two hundred thousand Qin soldiers buried alive. No one dared to argue, although his Foster Father seemed to disapprove. Nonetheless, Xiang Yu’s spirits were high.




But an unexpected piece of news disrupted his good cheer: Liu Bang, the Duke of Pei, had beaten him to Xianyang. 




Who was Liu Bang, anyway? Xiang Yu still remembered how he’d come to Xiang Liang the previous year, begging for troops with an expression like somebody just died. Back then, he’d lost his own hometown, Fengyi, and didn’t have the military strength to retake it. He’d gathered a hundred scruffy cavalry and ridden over to plead for assistance. Xiang Liang had generously granted him five thousand troops, saving the bastard.




Every time he thought of the agreement King Huai had made with his generals, Xiang Yu’s heart seethed.




“The first to enter Guanzhong receives kingship over it.”




King of Guanzhong, King of Guanzhong, the same thing as King of Qin. Who was Liu Bang to compete with him for such a venerated title, the title that the First Emperor had previously held?




How could it be so? How did he get into Guanzhong?




Xiang Yu soon heard: Liu Bang bribed his way through Nao Pass, to the south of Xianyang. The news drove Zhao Gao to desperation; he murdered the Second Emperor and named the emperor’s nephew Ziying as King of Qin. Ziying proceeded to murder Zhao Gao. While Xianyang roiled in the ensuing chaos, Liu Bang took the opportunity to slip in.




So.




When Xiang Yu reached Hangu Pass, Liu Bang’s banners already hung from the ramparts. The gates were shut, and the gatekeeper declared: no one was allowed to enter Guanzhong without the Duke of Pei’s permission.




Xiang Yu flew into a rage. “I waded in blood at Julu, holding back the bulk of the Qin army. You reaped the benefits, and now you want to keep Guanzhong to yourself? Attack!”




Unable to resist the onslaught, Liu Bang’s garrison soon fled.




Once Hangu Pass was his, Xiang Yu proceeded to camp his army at Hong Gate outside Xianyang. Not far to the southwest was Bashang, where Liu Bang’s troops were encamped. Tomorrow, Xiang Yu thought. Tomorrow, I’m going to go over there and teach Liu Bang a lesson.




With that expectation in mind, he peacefully fell asleep.




Only for his night to be interrupted by two messengers claiming urgent business, one after the other.




The first came from Liu Bang’s camp, claiming to secretly represent his Minister of War of the Left, Cao Wushang. Liu Bang had dark designs on the kingship over Guanzhong, the messenger said. He planned to name the surrendered king Ziying his Chancellor, take the contents of the Qin palaces and treasury for himself, and turn against the other states. But Liu Bang only had a hundred thousand troops at Bashang. If Xiang Yu wanted to attack, Cao Wushang would happily cooperate with him from the inside. 




It was good news to Xiang Yu. The other states’ troops, plus his own, easily amounted to four hundred thousand soldiers, and Liu Bang wasn’t known for his military prowess. But he disliked the messenger’s conspiratorial air, and so sent him off with only a few platitudes.




The second visitor came from his own camp-- one of his uncles, Xiang Bo. Strangely, Xiang Bo had roused him in the middle of the night to furiously heap praise upon Liu Bang. “If Liu Bang hadn’t broken through Guanzhong’s defenses first, could you have entered so easily? He’s done all that good work, and now you want to attack him? That’s too dishonorable!”




Xiang Yu found it amusing. What was with everyone tonight? One of Liu Bang’s subordinates wanted him to attack Liu Bang; one of his own subordinates wanted him not to attack Liu Bang.




“Third Uncle, what’s going on with you? Are you hiding something from me? You can tell me the truth.”




Reluctantly, Xiang Bo admitted that he’d gone to Liu Bang’s camp earlier. He’d heard that Xiang Yu planned to attack Liu Bang the next day, and had suddenly remembered that his old friend was now working for Liu Bang. He didn’t want his friend to share the the same fate as the Duke of Pei, and had wanted to persuade him to flee the camp with him.




“Who’s your friend?”




“Zhang Liang.”




“Zhang Liang?” Xiang Yu started. “The assassin at Bolang Sands?”




“Yes, that was he. Afterwards, he went into hiding at Xiapi. I met him there.”




“And what happened earlier? Did you manage to persuade him?”




“No. He refused to leave Liu Bang to die, no matter what I said.”




Xiang Yu sighed, his face showing his admiration and regret.




Xiang Bo admitted, even more reluctantly, that Zhang Liang had next dragged him to meet the Duke of Pei himself. Under those unspeakably awkward conditions, Zhang Liang had actually managed to talk Xiang Bo into a marriage agreement between his daughter and Liu Bang’s son. He’d finished by asking Xiang Bo to say a few good things about Liu Bang in front of Xiang Yu.




“Great King, Liu Bang will come in person tomorrow to plead for forgiveness. Wait a little before you attack, at least until he’s explained. Don’t just listen to the others’ side of the story. Give Liu Bang a chance...”




“Fine, fine!” Xiang Yu, torn between anger and laughter, waved a hand. “I get your point. Let’s see how sincere he is in pleading for forgiveness tomorrow, then!”




“Utterly sincere, I assure you,” Xiang Bo said on behalf of his new in-laws.



---




Early the next day, Liu Bang indeed came with a hundred riders to Hong Gate to apologize.




Liu Bang’s tone was humble, his attitude fearful. He framed all his measures for gaining popularity with the populace-- the laws he’d set down, sparing Ziying’s life-- as ways of spreading Xiang Yu’s good name.




Xiang Yu sighed. “You know, it wasn’t my idea to doubt you so. Your subordinate Cao Wushang was the one who warned me about you.”




Fan Zeng, listening nearby, couldn’t believe his ears. How could Xiang Yu be this foolish?




But next came even more unbelievable words from Xiang Yu. He was requesting that Liu Bang stay for dinner!



---




At the feast, Fan Zeng repeatedly sent meaningful looks in Xiang Yu’s direction, even raised the jade adornment on his belt as a signal, but Xiang Yu didn’t respond.




Fan Zeng got up and left the tent. Outside, he paced impatiently back and forth.




A young officer passed by. Fan Zeng pulled him to one side.




“Xiang Zhuang, do you know whom your cousin has invited over for dinner?”




Xiang Zhuang said: “I’ve heard it’s Liu Bang.”




“Correct!” Fan Zeng said through gritted teeth. “We were planning to attack him yesterday, and now, with a few pretty words, we’re suddenly all friends again. Earlier, at the banquet, I’d tried to get our Great King to send in his guards and take care of everything. But he’s too soft-hearted to strike. We’ll have to do it for him.”




“Are... are you sure this is appropriate?” Xiang Zhuang sounded reluctant. He may have been Xiang Yu’s cousin, but he was still his subordinate, and didn’t have the authority to take initiative on his own.




“Does it matter?” Fan Zeng asked impatiently. “This is to protect our Great King. If he decides he wants to hold someone responsible, I’ll take all the blame. Take your sword and go in. Tell them you’re going to perform a sword dance. Kill Liu Bang where he sits!”




Xiang Zhuang said: “As you say.” He hurried forth.




Fan Zeng was preparing to return to the tent when he saw someone out of the corner of his eye. He slowed his steps. There stood a Halberd-Bearer, leaning apathetically against a fence, a stalk of wild grass between his teeth. He was gazing towards the distant mountains, and his expression was bleak and lonely.




Fan Zeng took a step towards him, but immediately changed his mind.




No, he had more important business to take care of than the comforting of a disillusioned soul. He’d take care of it later. Try to persuade Ah-Ji once more to use the talents of this guard, Han Xin.




Fan Zeng reentered the main tent.




A little later, Xiang Zhuang entered the tent as well, his ceremonial sword in hand.




A little after that, Zhang Liang hurried out, heading towards the camp entrance, where Liu Bang’s hundred escorts waited.




Zhang Liang pulled an impressively tall, muscular warrior out of the group. “Xiang Zhuang calls it a sword dance, but he’s aiming towards our Duke of Pei,” he told him as they rushed back towards the main tent. “If it weren’t for Xiang Bo blocking his way, the Duke of Pei would have died already... when you enter, remember, Xiang Yu is the one sitting to the east. Don’t anger him. Just tell him this...” Han Xin, leaning on his fence, watched Zhang Liang leading that warrior towards the tent with a hint of a smile on his face.




A good plan! He nodded to himself. Xiang Yu was a rough, simple-hearted warrior type, and he liked rough, simple-hearted warrior types in turn. A clever-tongued dissembler would only rouse his ire, but sending in a crude, loud warrior to shout and argue might just save Liu Bang’s life.




This Zhang Liang is formidable, indeed!




An hour or so later, Liu Bang left the tent leaning on the warrior’s shoulder, as if he were too drunk to stand. But once they left the camp, he seemed to awaken in an instant. He straightened and asked the warrior: “Now what? We can’t leave, and we can’t stay. Fan Zeng won’t rest until he’s killed me.”




The warrior said: “Of course we leave. What else do we do, stay here on their cutting board and wait for them to bring down the cleaver?”




“But...but how am I supposed to explain why I left to Xiang Yu?” Liu Bang said.




The warrior said: “You’re still worrying about this sort of thing now? What’s the point of fancy manners when you’re running for your life? Brother Xiahou, get the Duke of Pei’s horse. We don’t need the cart. My lord, hurry and get on the horse!”




Liu Bang said: “No, no, not yet. This isn’t a matter of manners. He hasn’t killed me yet because he doesn’t have an excuse. If I leave suddenly, doesn’t my disrespect give him the excuse he’s looking for? Even if I make it back to Bashang, I can’t run from him forever.”




“Who cares about all that?” the warrior said frantically. “Every day you survive is a good thing.” The warrior was about to shove Liu Bang onto the horse, but Liu Bang still hesitated.




At that point, Zhang Liang left the tent, too, and hurried over. He said to Liu Bang: “My lord, you leave first with Fan Kuai, Xiahou Ying, Ji Xin, and Lei Qiang as your escort. Keep the rest of the men here to avoid making too big of a commotion. I’ll take care of saying farewells. Fan Kuai,” he addressed to the warrior, “you’re in charge of the Duke of Pei’s safety.”




The warrior thumped his chest. “Aye! As long as I’m here, no one will dare harm a hair on the Duke of Pei’s head!”




Zhang Liang turned back to Liu Bang. “My lord, did you bring anything suitable when you came here?”




Liu Bang understood, and pulled two brocade boxes from his escort’s saddlebags, handing them to Zhang Liang. “Here’s a pair of jade discs and a pair of jade dippers. You’ll have to give them to King Xiang and his Foster Father in my name, as an apology.”




Zhang Liang took the boxes and asked: “How many li is the shortest route from here to Bashang?”




Liu Bang thought for a moment. “Only twenty, if we take the side roads.”




Zhang Liang said: “Good, now hurry!”




Liu Bang mounted his horse; Zhang Liang took a whip and lashed it hard across the horse’s rump. The horse sped away like an arrow shot from a bow, and Fan Kuai and the rest of the escort swiftly followed.




Zhang Liang watched their silhouettes recede and disappear into the night. He finally exhaled, slowly, standing there a while longer. Then he headed back towards the banquet.




Suddenly, he heard someone softly say beside him: “Ai! The tiger has been allowed back to its mountain. The land won’t know peace from now on!”




Zhang Liang startled, nearly dropping the boxes. He looked for the source of the voice, and saw a guard leaning lazily by the fence, a halberd hugged to his chest and a grass stalk sticking out of the corner of his mouth. He was looking at Zhang Liang, not quite smiling.




Zhang Liang walked towards him. “May I inquire as to your name, sir?”




The guard finally spat out the grass stalk. “I’m just a footsoldier-- Halberd-Bearer Han Xin.”




Zhang Liang said: “I will pay you a visit in a few days’ time.”




With that said, Zhang Liang gave Han Xin a long, measuring look, before heading towards the main tent.




Xiang Yu was already half-drunk when Zhang Liang entered. “Where’s the Duke of Pei? Does he really... need that long to... to go to the outhouse?” he asked, eyeing him slantwise.




Zhang Liang bowed and said: “The Duke of Pei found himself incapacitated from the wine, and could not bid farewell in person. He bid me to offer you, Great King, this pair of white jade disks; and to offer General Fan Zeng this pair of jade dippers.”




Xiang Yu raised a hand to prop up his forehead. “Then where... is the Duke of Pei now?”





Zhang Liang said: “The Duke of Pei heard that you intended to blame him for his mistakes and chose to leave alone. He should be at Bashang already.”




A servant distributed the two boxes to Xiang Yu and Fan Zeng.




Xiang Yu took out the jade disks, looked at them for a while, then set them down.




Fan Zeng threw aside his box. The brocade box fell to the ground; two delicate jade dippers tumbled out, rolling on the carpet. Fan Zeng drew his sword and smashed the jade to shards. Then he sheathed his sword and walked out, face dark. When he passed Zhang Liang, he growled: “Well! You’re a fearsome one!”




Zhang Liang’s expression didn’t change.




A servant brought Xiang Yu a bowl of water. Xiang Yu took the cloth from the bowl, wrung it out, and wiped his face. 




They could hear Fan Zeng’s harangue through the sides of the tent. “Useless boy! Failure!”




Xiang Zhuang’s voice held a pleading note. “Foster Father, I...”




“Silence!” Fan Zeng ruthlessly interrupted. “If you couldn’t even do such a small thing, what can you aspire to? Bah! The one to steal all of King Xiang’s great work one day will be Liu Bang! All we can do now is wait to be taken prisoner!’




Zhang Liang looked at Xiang Yu.




Xiang Yu was idly wiping his face and hands, as if he hadn’t realized that Fan Zeng’s anger was also directed at him. Once he was finished, he tossed the washcloth back into the bowl and dismissed the servants.




“Zhang Liang,” Xiang Yu said, his voice so calm and steady that Zhang Liang suspected he’d only pretended to be drunk. “You’re the one who attacked Qin Shihuang at Bolang Sands ten years ago?”




“Yes,” Zhang Liang said.




Xiang Yu examined Zhang Liang. The legendary assassin of Bolang Sands had a face as delicate and beautiful as a woman’s. “One really can’t judge a person by their appearance.” He sighed. “To tell the truth, I admire you greatly. It takes more courage to become an assassin than to become a rebel.”




“It was nothing, a thing of the past.” Zhang Liang’s voice held no enthusiasm or pride, but instead, hinted at an ineffable melancholy. “And my attempt failed.”




Xiang Yu nodded, his opinion of Zhang Liang rising even further: to do such a fearsome thing, and think nothing of it. “You’re bidding farewell in Liu Bang’s name. Aren’t you afraid that I’ll do to you what Liu Bang feared I’d do to him?”




Zhang Liang raised his head. “I have done nothing to wrong you, Great King,” he said, expression full of surprise. “Why should I fear? You would not willfully kill an innocent.”




“Willfully kill an innocent!” Xiang Yu couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re claiming to be an innocent? Did you really think I was so drunk that I couldn’t notice the games you were playing under my nose? That boar of a man-- his name was Fan Kuai or something-- weren’t you the one who brought him in? You probably taught him most of the lines he yelled at me.”




Zhang Liang laughed, too. “If you truly hadn’t been drunk, you would have seen that your men initiated the games. I had no choice but to play along.”




Xiang Yu said: “Yes. That was why I let Liu Bang go. There’s no point in shooting someone in the back.”




Zhang Liang bowed. “The Duke of Pei and I will never forget your virtue and generosity, Great King.”




Xiang Yu said: “No need to thank me. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to kill him, but that I didn’t want to use such underhanded methods! If I meet him on the battlefield in the future, I’ll give him a fight to remember.”




Zhang Liang said: “But have you not resolved your differences with the Duke of Pei? Why would we ever meet on the battlefield? You overthink, Great King.”




“Enough of this!” Xiang Yu said. “Everyone knows exactly how much was resolved. But let’s not talk of that for now. Do you know why I told Liu Bang about Cao Wushang? Because I have no respect for a man willing to sell out his master for glory! I respect loyal, courageous men like you. Are you willing to stay in my camp and work for me?” Xiang Yu’s eyes burned with passion.




Zhang Liang smiled craftily. “But if I choose to stay, would I be a loyal man anymore?”




Xiang Yu, surprised, took a long time before speaking: “Is it any wonder you made Xiang Bo’s head spin after a few words!”




“Fine, I can’t out-talk you. But if I remember correctly, you’re from Hann, and my uncle’s officially made you a minister of the Hann court. If you’re a loyal man, surely you should be in King Cheng of Hann’s court, not Liu Bang’s camp!”




“Certainly! But the Duke of Pei has ‘borrowed’ me from the King of Hann,” Zhang Liang said helplessly, “and it’s not my place to do anything about it.”




Xiang Yu burst into guffaws. The story of how Liu Bang had shamelessly conned the King of Hann into handing over Zhang Liang was a popular joke amongst the rebels.




“Oh, you!” Xiang Yu laughed. “Fine, you don’t have to come up with any more excuses. Everyone has their own desires, and there’s no point in forcing you to stay. But I do want to know this: what makes Liu Bang so worth your loyalty? Is he a more virtuous ruler than me?”




“King Wu was a virtuous ruler, but in the end, Yi and Qi did not come to serve him,” Zhang Liang said, neither apologetic nor supercilious.




Xiang Yu laughed again, comfortably. Zhang Liang had actually compared him to King Wu of Zhou, vanquisher of the tyrannical Shang and founding king of the Zhou Dynasty, an impressively flattering analogy. And if King Wu of Zhou hadn’t pressured those two pedants, Bo Yi and Shu Qi, into serving him, then what right did he have to pressure the clever strategist in front of him?




“Go back, then, ‘Bo Yi,’” he said, in good humor. “I’m not your match.”




Either way, that battle wasn’t going to happen anytime soon.




Xiang Yu waved his troops into Xianyang, taking over all operations as if he were the King of Guanzhong. To avenge the deaths of his grandfather Xiang Yan and his uncle Xiang Liang at the hands of Qin generals, he ordered the execution of every descendant of the Qin royal family. That included the surrendered King of Qin, Ziying.




Ziying had been King of Qin for only forty-six days. He was not the sort of weak, incompetent ruler one associated with the end of dynasties, but a man much like his grandfather, the First Emperor. As his grandfather neatly eliminated Lao Ai[8] so many years earlier, so he’d planned and executed the swift death of Zhao Gao. In forty-six days, just forty-six days, he’d shown the potential of a great ruler. But he had the misfortune of being handed an empire diseased to its very marrow. He’d known the undeserved shame of a white noose tied around his neck[9], of bowing his head and offering surrender, and now he would be buried with his empire.




And so the Qin people grieved for Ziying’s fate. Story had it, though, that Ziying showed neither fear nor rage when he heard his sentence pronounced, as if he’d long expected such a day to come. All he said was: “Please relay these words to your Great King: you cannot repay cruelty with cruelty.”




No one knew if the words reached Xiang Yu’s ears. He’d ordered his men to plunder all the treasures of Xianyang, to be brought east to Pengcheng[10]-- he’d decided that Pengcheng would be his new capital. He loathed Xianyang; to him, the place overflowed with hatred and evil. He would put the whole place to the torch and return east with his loot and his women, let his homeland see him in all his power and glory.




Simultaneously, Xiang Yu began the process of assigning titles and territories to the various rebels. He himself became the Hegemon-King of West Chu.




Ah! It was a delightful feeling, to hold the reins of all under heaven in his hands, Xiang Yu thought cheerfully.




As for that irritating Liu Bang, well, didn’t the decree go “The first to enter Guanzhong receives kingship over it?” Hah! He’d get the territory of Bashu.[11] A land where the birds don’t lay eggs, it was said, long used by the Qin as a dumping ground for exiled criminals, but it technically lay “within the passes.” Let him rot there!




Xiang Bo must have gotten a lot out of Liu Bang, because he once again pestered Xiang Yu on his in-law’s behalf. To shut him up, Xiang Yu added Hanzhong[12] to Liu Bang’s territories and gave him the title of King of Han. It wasn’t as if this mudfish could make much of a wave either way!



---




Han Xin walked out of the mansion that had belonged to the Qin Imperial Censor. 




A group of laughing, chattering soldiers passed by him, arms full of expensive-looking vessels and valuables. Someone asked him: “Hey, Guard Han, how come you haven’t grabbed anything?”




Han Xin tapped the massive engraved-gold wine-jar cinched between the soldier’s arms. “All these things are too heavy for me,” he said lightly. “I’m not strong enough to lift them.”




Laughing, the soldiers left him, carrying their loot.




Han Xin stepped into the street, his strides slow and his heart heavy.




It was the same, no matter where he went. They weren’t in the palace, and they weren’t in any of the ministers’ and nobles’ residences that he’d checked. Qin’s legislations, maps, petitions, records... someone had already taken every written item of worth.




Liu Bang truly hid ambition!




It looked like the war would continue. Han Xin didn’t fear war; his talents lay in that area, after all. But if he couldn’t play any worthwhile role in them, what would be the point of even the fiercest and fieriest war?




“Child, do you know what is the greatest pain in this world?”  his master asked, looking not at him, but at the horizon.






“Of course. It’s not having anything to eat. It’s going hungry!” he’d answered, playing with a stalk of grass.






Master had looked at him, then, smiling. Then he shook his head and turned his gaze back towards the horizon. “It’s not having a worthy opponent! Remember this, child. When you have no true foes left under heaven, you will be the loneliest, most pain-ridden person in the world.”






Wrong! Both he and his master had been wrong. Not having an opponent wasn’t the greatest pain, and hunger was only another pain of the flesh, nothing more. This was the worst pain of them all: knowing that there existed no one under heaven who could be his competitor, but not having the qualifications to compete in the first place. He unhappily kicked at a pebble, sighing.






Suddenly, an irresistible urge welled into his mind.






He pulled aside a passerby who looked like a local. “Could you tell me how to get to the Military Minister’s residence?”






“Military Minster?” The passerby stared at him. “You’re asking about the Military Minster’s residence?”






“Yes.”






The passerby eyed him strangely, then pointed ahead. “Follow this road straight to the end, then turn right. Cross that patch of woods, and you’ll be there.”






“My thanks,” Han Xin said.






“You’re welcome.” The passerby continued onwards, though he occasionally turned his head to look at Han Xin with a puzzled expression.






Han Xin followed the passerby’s instructions and walked forward.






You must be mad, he thought to himself. Why are you even going there? Just because your master once said that stranger’s name in front of you, more than a decade ago?






What was he hoping to see? His master sitting there, stroking his white beard, smiling at him: Child, do you believe that I’m the Qin Military Minister now?






Absurd! He shook his head, laughing at himself.






But he still walked on.






Someone as high-ranking as the Military Minister might have military texts at their residency. What’s to lose by taking a look? he thought, trying to justify his actions.






He reached the end of the road, turned right, cut through the patch of woods.






As he left the trees, he stilled, at a loss.






It had once been a grand mansion, he could tell.






A formidable stone lion still guarded the gate. Strands of yellowed grass poked through the crevices between its claws, swaying in the winter air. A bird-- some sort of finch-- stood on the lion’s head. When it saw him approach, it flew off in a flurry of wings.






The vermillion-painted doors stood ajar. Much of the color on them had fallen off in flakes, and the courtyard within was overgrown with waist-high weeds. Han Xin pushed the doors open a little farther, startling at the hideous creaks they produced, and stepped over the threshold. A wild hare burst from a clump of grass and escaped in a few swift bounds.






No wonder that person earlier had looked at him so strangely. The residence had been abandoned for years.






He carefully made his way down the main hall; every floorboard either shifted under his feet or was missing altogether. He observed his surroundings carefully as he went, though he didn’t know what he was looking for. This was just another abandoned house, full of mold and cobwebs and dust, and a few curious rats. Their bright little eyes tracked him from the dark corners, as if pondering their intruder’s intent.






Beyond a few more ruined walls was open space.






Weeds had smothered most of the little garden, but a few exotic flowers and shrubs still poked out from underneath, a remainder of the owner’s past luxurious lifestyle.






He didn’t walk towards those, but rather, towards the bulky, crude form of a scholartree.[13]






During the summer, this tree would have provided the coolest shade in the garden, and its pale yellow blossoms would have attracted buzzing bees and butterflies of every hue. But now, it was the plainest plant in the garden. With its leaves lost to the winter winds, the scholartree’s thick branches were nothing to look at.






So why was he drawn towards it?






Was it because he’d first met his master under a scholartree?






The old man had sat under a tall scholartree, stooping a little, gazing into the distance. Occasionally, he picked up a twig and used it to draw lines on the ground. His movements were both casual and heavy with intent.






No one had wondered where this old stranger had come from, or who he was. Who cared? People were busy with their own matters.






A child ran in front of the old man, chasing a cricket, now perched at the intersection of two lines on the old man’s diagram. He’d quieted his breath, raised his hand to pounce. Good, now don’t move...






The child’s hand faltered, unmoving even as the cricket escaped.






The diagram on the ground had entranced him.






He pushed aside weeds, making his way to the scholartree.






How many years had it been since anyone last sat under it for shade? Ten? Twenty? Was it lonely? On cold, empty nights, would it reminisce of past nights of music and song? Did it remember its master, whom the King of Qin had received as an equal, allowed the same meals and dress as he? Did it know why that legendary man had later disappeared without a trace?






Suddenly, he stopped in his tracks.






His heart leapt in his chest.






A man sat under the tree, his back to Han Xin. His hair was white, and his back was a little stooped.






A cold breeze blew past Han Xin, and he shivered. Who was he? Why would he appear in this long-abandoned residence, unless...






“Who is it?” The man turned.






He was a lean-faced, sharp-gazed old man.






Han Xin let go of his breath. No ghost, but an ordinary person. But it was not his master, either. He felt a pang of disappointment.






The old man examined him head to toe. “There’s nothing here for you,” he said coldly. “You came too late. They’d taken everything worth taking more than a decade ago, unless you’re interested in tiles and bricks.”






Han Xin was nonplussed, but quickly understood. This man was one of the old ministers of Qin, and thought him another of the Chu soldiers looting their way through the region. “Sir, you misunderstood, I’m not here to--”






“I suggest you pay a visit to Zhao Gao’s residence,” the old man said. “That’s a good place. It’ll take a fortnight to get all the gold and jewels out of there.”






Han Xin smiled helplessly. Explanations were useless, it seemed. After a bit of thinking, he bowed and said: “My name is Han Xin. If you don’t mind me asking...”






“I’m not afraid of telling you.” The old man’s voice was chill. “My name is Zhong Xiu, and I am the Grand Historian of Qin.”






Han Xin said: “May I ask, Grand Historian Zhong, where this place’s owner--”






“Long gone.” Zhong Xiu’s voice became even colder and more hostile.






There were two ways to interpret “long gone,” and Han Xin didn’t know which was correct. He wanted to inquire further, but the old man looked less than obliging. Han Xin could only sigh. “A pity.”






“A pity?” Zhong Xiu sneered. “If he were still here, could your swarm have conquered Xianyang?”






Han Xin was at a loss.






Everyone knew of the slaughters that Xiang Yu had ordered in the name of vengeance. Any Qin officials that hadn’t fled in time now huddled fearfully in hiding. But this old man didn’t even bother to hide his contempt for the invaders.






Han Xin could feel a growing admiration for this prickly old man.






He shouldn’t have, by all reason. The Qin Empire was cruel and tyrannical and hated throughout the land. How could he admire a Qin official so loyal to his dynasty even now?






Maybe the reason lay in the growing difficulty of telling which side was the righteous one. The facts are there: when impoverished, oppressed rebels win the power of life and death over their oppressors, they only exceed their former rulers in cruelty and savagery.






Han Xin silently sat across from Zhong Xiu.






Between them was a near-circular slab of stone, covered in wilted scholartree leaves. Han Xin brushed them away. A thin layer of lichen covered the stone, as well as a strange diagram of lines...






“You understand these?” The old man looked doubtfully at the dirt-covered boy.






“How could I not? This is a really fun game! Too fun!” The child enthusiastically took a twig and drew a little circle in the diagram. He squatted there, propping up his chin, looking at the old man expectantly.






The old man examined the circle the boy had drawn, a hint of surprise showing on his face. But he didn’t say anything. He took up a twig and drew a dot in the diagram, then eyed the boy.






It had to be a coincidence! He was only a child.






“You understand these?” Zhong Xiu asked Han Xin, puzzled.






Han Xin slowly extended a finger and scraped out a little circle on the lichen-covered stone. Qian-nine.[14]






No matter how he expanded later, he needed to claim this spot first.






His master had said: A Qian of all nines to govern all under heaven.






Zhong Xiu looked at the stone slab, then at Han Xin. He, too, extended his finger and drew a dot on the lichen.






Kun-six.[15]






Yes, he’d learned the game too, knew that only yielding could counter strength.






All sixes for eternal virtue to conclude all greatly.






The child continued to draw circles on the diagram, but it became more and more difficult to draw the next. After twenty or so steps, the child had to ponder a long time before putting down his move. His head hunched down; his heart filled with regret and shame.






It had looked so easy earlier! Who knew the game would get so hard?






The child finally ran out of moves. He threw aside his twig, and with effort, admitted: “I... I lost.” He turned to leave, not daring to raise his head.






“Stay!” the old man commanded. “Come here.” His voice held a formidable edge that demanded obedience.






The child walked back, head lowered, preparing himself for a lecture, or perhaps a mocking, for his earlier presumption.






The old man pointed at the ground with his twig. “Who taught you the ‘game of eight palaces?’”






The child flushed red. “No... no one taught me.” Of course the game was meant for only insiders. He wanted to go hide in a hole.






“No one?” The old man squinted, his gaze shifting from the child to the ground. “...Ten...twenty...thirty, thirty-one. No one taught you, and you made thirty-one moves. Thirty-one!” The old man raised his head and closed his eyes. “The best of them managed twenty-eight moves against me. You never learned the game, and you made thirty-one.”






The old man reopened his eyes and tossed aside his cane. He seized the child’s arms and said, shaken: “Child, this game has many more strategies. Do you want to learn?”






Zhong Xiu lost. Astonished, he looked at the grooves on the stone slab, then at Han Xin. “Where... where did you learn this game?”






Han Xin asked: “Did the Military Minister play this often?”






Zhong Xiu said: “Yes. Of course, he used tokens then. He often played the game against himself, since so few could manage even twenty moves against him.”






Han Xin asked: “At the most... what was the largest number of moves anyone managed?”






“Twenty-eight moves,” said Zhong Xiu. “That was Meng Tian.”






The best of them managed twenty-eight moves against me.






Coincidence, it had to be a coincidence.






“Your Military Minister.” Han Xin inhaled deeply. “When he spoke... did he have a Daliang accent?”






Zhong Xiu looked at Han Xin, realization dawning on his face. “The Military Minister was from Daliang.”






Han Xin’s head spun.






Ah! The name his master had let slip had been real? His name truly had been Wei Liao? The great minister of the Qin Dynasty, author of the famed Wei Liaozi? Impossible!






Was there anything more ridiculous? Wei Liao had aided the King of Qin-- the future First Emperor-- in destroying the six other states and uniting the land. He’d served but one, and was in turn served by ten thousand. He’d possessed such wealth and power, yet suddenly tossed everything aside to go wandering amongst the commoners, to pass all his extraordinary work to an impoverished child. What was he doing? Didn’t he realize that those incredible strategies and schemes could prove more than enough to topple the empire he’d created?






Ah, that vow! That strange vow.






“Child, swear to me, in the name of heaven and earth!” The old man’s withered fingers clutched the boy’s shoulders, and his eyes bored into the boy’s. He said, one word at a time: “You will never use the knowledge I gave you unless chaos comes to the land.”






He understood it now. His master had set down the vow as a safety measure for his empire.






Suddenly, he recalled that it had taken three years as student and teacher before his master had ever smiled at him. He’d admired his master with all the fire in his heart; the old man had appeared into his life out of nowhere and brought him a wondrous, beautiful new world. A world, he’d realized upon contact, that he’d been waiting for all his insignificant life. The childish games of his peers lost any attraction in comparison. He’d been so grateful to his master, hungrily learned the profound knowledges that none of his playmates could have comprehended in a lifetime’s study. His master was the greatest, wisest person he’d ever known, and he’d craved his approval-- even an offhand word of praise, an acknowledging look. He’d never gotten any. On the contrary, he’d noticed that, upon seeing the speed at which his studies progressed, his master’s gaze instead held a hint of wariness.






His heart pricked with pain: his master had been guarding against him, even then. 






He understood, but he couldn’t understand. If his master had feared him so, then why did he choose to teach him?






“I didn’t expect him to mean what he said.” Zhong Xiu sighed and stood. “Who knew he’d actually carry out his plans,” he murmured to himself.






“What did you say, sir?” Han Xin asked.






Zhong Xiu waved his hand dismissively. “Nothing. Just a few things of the distant past, of no concern to you.”






Han Xin asked: “Sir, do you know what all this is about?”






Zhong Xiu was silent. A moment later, he began to walk away.






“Why? Sir. Your Military Minister... why did he teach me?”






Zhong Xiu said: “You don’t need to know. You’ve obeyed your oath, and that’s enough. The time of chaos has come. Go do as you wish!” He turned his head, looking at the slab carved with the “game of eight palaces,” then at Han Xin. “Do you know? You’ve already exceeded your master. The Military Minister chose the right person; all under heaven will know your name. Young man, that should be enough!” He continued walking.






Han Xin rushed forward to cut him off. “But what’s the reason for all he did? Sir, can’t you tell me?”






Zhong Xiu’s gaze swept him coldly. “Are you ordering me?”






Han Xin took a few steps back and knelt. “No, I’m pleading with you,” he said honestly. “You’re my master’s friend. I wouldn’t dare treat you disrespectfully. But I can’t be at peace if I don’t know the reasons behind this, and with things as they are, whom can I ask but you?”






Zhong Xiu sighed. “Get up,” he said. “You don’t need to be like this. There’s no reason not to tell you, though I doubt you’ll believe it all. If you insist on knowing, follow me. It’s a long and absurd tale, and I’ll recount it at my own home.”



---






Outside, the cold winds howled, but the room glowed with warmth. A pot of millet wine steamed on a brazier, filling the room with its fragrance. The millet wine of Qin was strong stuff; it went down like coursing fire and burned heartily in the belly. Han Xin set down his wine cup, waiting.






Zhong Xiu took a small sip of his wine. He turned the cup slowly between his fingers, his eyes fixed on some point in the distance.






The bronze Vermillion Bird lamp burned steadily. Occasionally, the flame jumped a little, sending the shadows in each direction shivering with it. But Zhong Xiu’s gaze never shifted, as if it had crossed beyond the moment, to a place far, far away...






-----------------------------------






Notes: 






Part of the reason I personally dislike Xiang Yu so much is the romanticizing he gets, and I appreciate that Will of Heaven doesn't do that. The brutality of the Qin Dynasty is well-known even outside of China, but that doesn't lessen the brutality of its fall.



I've seen three live-action adaptations of the Feast at Hong Gate made in the last three years or so. The two movies, to be honest, make this novel look like a paragon of historical accuracy, even with the magitech rocket launchers. White Vengeance's version was basically Yu-gi-oh set in ancient China, and the less said about The Last Supper, the better. I tried to watch that one twice, but I couldn't last to the halfway point. Legend of Chu and Han had a fairly good (and sane) take, but not good enough to justify slogging through sixty or so episodes for.



And yes, by all accounts, Zhang Liang actually did look like a woman. It's in the historical records. Whoever does the casting for the various live-action adaptations doesn't seem to keep that in mind; many of his unsurprisingly numerous fangirls do.

[1] Julu is located in southern modern-day Hebei Province. After Zhang Han captured the Zhao capital Handan, to Julu's south, the King of Zhao and his army retreated to Julu.


[2] Anyang is a city and county at the northernmost extreme of modern-day Henan Province, on the other side of the Zhang River from Julu.


[3] This refers to a fable about a heron who'd snapped up a clam, only for the clam to clamp itself onto the heron's beak. They struggled, each unwilling to let the other go. After both sides were too worn out to fight any longer, a fisherman came along and scooped up both the heron and the clam for supper.


[4] Xiang Yu's birth name is Ji, so Ah-Ji is a very affectionate and fatherly way of addressing Xiang Yu.


[5] Despite his military failings, Duke Xiang of Song is sometimes considered one of the Five Hegemons of the Spring and Autumn Period. When he attacked the state of Zheng and met enemy reinforcements crossing a river, he thought it ungentlemanly to attack them until they'd fully crossed. He was badly injured in the battle that followed, and died not long afterwards. His state did not survive to the Warring States Period.


[6] This is a much pithier four-character idiom, or chengyu, in Chinese: 破釜沉舟. It describes giving yourself no chances to retreat from a tough course you're determined to take.


[7] Yinxu is the ruins of the capital of the Shang Dynasty, located in modern-day Henan Province, near Anyang. It's a tourist attraction nowadays.


[8] Lao Ai was the illicit lover of the then-King of Qin's mother, who disguised himself as an eunuch to sneak into her palace. He used her influence to rise to great political power, all the while fearing that the teenaged King of Qin would find out. After he was exposed, Lao Ai tried to stage a coup. The King of Qin promptly crushed the coup, had Lao Ai torn apart by chariots, and killed his two half-brothers fathered by Lao Ai.


[9] The noose is a symbol of surrender.


[10] Pengcheng is located in northwestern modern-day Jiangsu Province, and had been part of Chu before Qin unified China. The flat terrain that surrounds it makes it much more difficult to defend compared with Guanzhong.


[11] Bashu is modern-day Sichuan Province, located in southern China. The name comes from the two independent non-Han Chinese kingdoms, Ba and Shu, in the region before it was conquered by the state of Qin.


[12] Hanzhong is located in southwestern modern-day Shaanxi Province, linking Bashu with the Xianyang region.


[13] The scholartree (Styphnolobium japonicum), also known as the Japanese pagoda tree, is a member of the legume family. It's used in Chinese traditional medicine, and its flowers are a common source of honey.


[14] This game doesn't seem to be a real one, but Qian is the first hexagram in the Book of Changes. Nine is a yang changing/old yang line. I assume by the context that all the lines are nines.


[15] Kun is the second hexagram in the book of Changes, paired with Qian. Six is a yin changing/old yin line.
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Han Xin II








It’s been more than ten years since then, and I still wonder if it all actually happened. It... ai, it was truly absurd.




At
 that time, our First Emperor had just finished uniting the land. You 
should realize, the scale of his empire was unprecedented. No ruler 
before him could ever match his power. There was nothing on this earth 
that he could not obtain, if he wanted it. To the north of Xianyang, 
between the Yong Gate and the Jin and Wei Rivers, he built replicas of 
the royal palaces of the other six states. He filled them with the six 
states’ most precious treasures and most beautiful women. At the 
Shanglin royal park, he began the construction of the enormous Epang 
Palace. The First Emperor could enjoy every luxury that any of the 
former kings had known without ever stepping outside of Xianyang.



We were all delighted for our emperor. He would be the happiest ruler in history, we thought.



But
 the First Emperor was only happy in the very beginning, immediately 
after the formation of his empire. He lost all interest before long, and
 his displeasure grew before our eyes.



His
 closest advisers tried to lift his spirits: clever wordplay, feats of 
prowess, even magicians brought in from the western lands. But the First
 Emperor’s mood remained dark.



We ministers debated amongst ourselves what he wanted.



One day, at last, the First Emperor himself told us.



“We wish to become immortal,” he said.



You
 can imagine what tempests that declaration birthed in our court. The 
First Emperor was no longer the child who’d first ascended the throne, 
and not the sort to lose himself in impossible fantasies. And yet he now
 claimed he sought immortality!



Shock, suspicion, fear.



All sorts of protests followed: tactful, blunt, verbal, written...



In front of our faces, the First Emperor threw our pile of petitions down the dais steps.



“What
 you’ve never seen can still exist!” he raged. “There are real immortals
 in this world, and real immortality for the taking, but they’re simply 
beyond your knowledge!”



He
 burned the petitions. He stood in front of the roaring flames and told 
us: “Next time, we will burn more than just petitions.”



His rage failed to frighten me into retreat. I wrote an impassioned petition, sent it, and ordered myself a coffin.



I am a historian, and historians must tell the truth.



[bookmark: more]

The
 First Emperor summoned me to his resting palace. He wore informal 
clothes, reclined on a massive bed of camphor wood. His expression was 
dark as he watched me, silent.



I returned his gaze fearlessly.



A palace woman massaged his legs, now and then stealing glances at me with terrified eyes.



A while later, he finally spoke. “Why did you send that petition? Did you not hear what we said?”



I said: “Your Majesty does as Your Majesty wishes. Your minister does as your minister is duty-bound to do.”



The
 harshness in the First Emperor’s eyes slowly faded. He sighed. “Zhong 
Xiu, we know you’re loyal,” he said. “But can’t you allow us some peace?
 We’re tired, truly tired. We don’t want to argue with you anymore. You 
won’t be able to change our mind, just like we won’t be able to change 
yours.”



The
 note of weariness in his voice took me by surprise, and I found I 
didn’t have the heart to continue with the cutting admonishments I’d 
prepared. I could only say: “Then can Your Majesty at least tell me why?
 I will not argue with you.”



The
 First Emperor dismissed the palace woman with a wave of his hand. He 
was silent for a while, then said, distantly: “We hold all the land 
under heaven. But what point is there in all the land under heaven if, 
in the end, we will only return to dust without a sigh like any other 
mortal?”



I
 told him, sincerely: “How can Your Majesty be compared with any other 
mortal? Your Majesty’s virtue exceeds that of the Three Sovereigns of 
legend, and your deeds exceed those of the Five Emperors of old. Your 
people will pass down your exalted name for a thousand autumns--”



“We’ve
 heard that one enough times already,” the First Emperor said icily. 
“Reputation is worth nothing once you’re dead, even assuming it’s a good
 reputation! They speak of us flatteringly enough for now, but once we 
die, hah-- you’re the Grand Historian, so you should know this well: 
what great ruler was not lauded by the masses during his lifetime? What 
great ruler was not insulted at will after his death?”



To that, I had no response.



Rulers
 as wise as Yao and Shun[1] had met with future generations’ criticism. 
They said that Yao had governed unwisely, loosing the “four demons” upon
 the world; said that Shun executed Gun to employ Yao in his place, 
killed the father to use the son, actions that no virtuous ruler would 
have taken. I truly couldn’t think of a single ruler left unquestioned 
both before and after his death.



The
 First Emperor said: “You have nothing to say, yes? Because you, too, 
know that death takes away everything: one’s power, wealth, prestige, 
women... and you, too, cannot promise that our name will not be defiled 
and perverted after our death! So, we tell you this. On this world, the 
only thing we can put our trust in is to remain alive; the only thing 
worth pursuing is immortality.”



“But...”
  I started. I’d initially wanted to say “But there’s no such thing as 
immortality” before realizing that it would only return us to our 
earlier disagreement, resolving nothing. The First Emperor was willing 
to listen to me right now; approaching him from a different angle might 
prove more effective. So I said: “...But Your Majesty, are you not 
satisfied by all that you’ve conquered, possessed, enjoyed already? The 
things in this world are all the more precious because you’ll lose them 
someday. If you could keep your possessions forever, you would only grow
 weary of them.”



“Grow weary? Laughable!” The First Emperor smiled contemptuously. “A platitude to comfort those who possess nothing. We would never grow weary, never
 grow satisfied and complacent. There’s oceans to the east, vast sands 
to the west, the Baiyue[2] to the south, the Xiongnu[3] to the north... so 
many lands foreign to me. Give me enough time, and I will conquer them 
to the edges of the sky. Immortality, immortality, ai, what a fine thing
 it would be...”



The
 First Emperor spoke in unbound rapture, eyes shining with anticipation.
 He was no longer looking at me, but into the world of his dreams...

---



When I anxiously sought out the Military Minister afterwards, I found him leisurely pruning in his garden.



“If a battle has broken out,” he said, trimming a honeysuckle vine, “I’ll let you interrupt me then.”



“It’s a more serious problem than any battle!” I said. “Military Minister, you can’t ignore it.”



“Oh?” His hands paused. “What happened?”



“The emperor wants to become immortal.” I relayed the recent events to him.



The Military Minister thought for a while, then returned to his vines. “Then let him do as he wishes!”



“What?”
 I said, astounded. “Military Minister, how can you be like this? This 
is no small matter-- this could bring down the empire!”



The Military Minister, still clipping at flower buds, said: “Don’t worry, the empire’s safe.”



I
 seized his hand. “Military Minister, things are serious. The emperor’s 
stopped listening to even Li Si. Only you might be able to...”



He smiled a little. “Do you believe that gods and immortals really exist?”



I said: “No.”



“Do you believe that immortality-bestowing potions really exist?”



I said: “No.”



The
 Military Minister said: “Then what are you worried about?” He pulled 
his hand loose from mine and returned to his thicket of vines.



In a daze, I slowly began to comprehend. “Military Minister, you mean... you mean...”



Continuing
 at his work, he said patiently: “I mean: if it’s something that doesn’t
 exist, then let the emperor go ahead and look for it! If he can’t find 
it, he’ll give up sooner or later. Would someone as intelligent as the 
First Emperor devote his whole life to gods and immortals? Why expend so
 much effort trying to dissuade him, when it will only harden his 
resolve?”



Admiration
 for the Military Minister followed my realization. But after some 
thought, I said “But as ministers, watching our ruler go down such an 
unwise path without even trying to persuade him otherwise seems a 
little... a little...”



“Then
 what would you do instead? The Military Minister turned to look at me. 
“Try to persuade him, and fill the hall with your corpses? Do you still 
not understand our emperor’s mentality? When has a cost in human lives 
ever frightened him away from his course?” He set down his clippers and 
patted me on the shoulder. “I know, all you historians have a streak of 
Dong Hu’s[4] stubborn honesty. But listen to me: a loyal minister’s life 
is very valuable. Don’t waste it at the slightest provocation to prove 
how loyal you are. Return that coffin of yours to its seller!”



I left the Military Minister’s residence feeling both admiration and embarrassment.



Ai, no one could compare to the Military Minister. He’d always had the ability to stay calm and take the long view.



After
 hearing that I’d visited the Military Minister, my colleagues flocked 
to me to learn his viewpoint. I relayed his words to them. They, too, 
responded with admiration at the realization: “Yes, the Military 
Minister always sees clearest. How did we not think of it?”



So.
 We no longer dissuaded the First Emperor from abandoning governmental 
affairs to tour the empire; no longer warned him of his occultists’ 
wasteful quests to find immortals upon the seas; no longer protested the
 foul smoke that billowed from alchemists’ furnaces throughout the 
palace...



We all believed that this confusion was only temporary, that everything would soon return to normal.



Much
 later, we finally realized that we-- including the Military Minister-- 
had made a terrible mistake. But it was too late then, of course. No, to
 be precise, we couldn’t have stopped what happened even if we’d known 
beforehand.



That was the will of heaven, you see.



Truly the will of heaven.



Even
 as we patiently waited for the First Emperor to recover, he’d already 
begun walking, step by step, into that trap forged for him by the will 
of heaven.



He
 enthusiastically toured one famous mountain after another-- Yi, Tai, 
Zhifu, Langya-- sacrificing to demons and gods, carving steles of 
praise. We wondered at his tireless travels, unsure of what sustained 
his willingness to continue in his senseless games.



A hint of worry crept into my heart.



That day finally came.



The
 First Emperor returned from his tours by the East Sea with a strange 
man called the Gentleman of the East Sea. My friend, an aide who’d 
accompanied the expedition, informed me that this Gentleman of the East 
Sea had utterly won the First Emperor’s trust. They’d traveled in the 
same carriage, ate from the same table, treated each other as equals.



After
 hearing my friend’s words, I thought I rather wanted to see this 
Gentleman of the East Sea. The sooner I could unmask him in front of the
 First Emperor, the better.



I trusted that my scholarly knowledge would be more than enough to deal with this breed of charlatan.



I soon saw my wish granted when the First Emperor summoned me to his palace.



As
 soon as I stepped through the door, the First Emperor proudly pointed 
to the man next to him. “Zhong Xiu, you’ve always doubted that 
immortality existed, but here stands an immortal in the flesh. What do 
you think?”



I
 followed his finger and saw a cold-eyed man in black robes. He looked 
ordinary enough, no more than thirty or forty in age. So I laughed, 
contemptuously, as I examined him. “An immortal? How old do you claim to
 be?”



The
 First Emperor said: “Ai! Mind your manners! This Gentleman of the East 
Sea is more than a thousand years old, and he knows every event that’s 
occurred during his lifetime. As Grand Historian, you might be able to 
learn a few things from him!”



Startled, I turned my gaze towards the First Emperor. He looked back at me with sparkling eyes.



I
 suddenly realized why the First Emperor had called me into the palace. 
He, too, doubted the veracity of this “immortal” Gentleman of the East 
Sea, and wanted my expertise to see how well his story held up.



I
 considered my approach. Most historical events found their way into 
proper records, and from there, spread far and wide into the four 
directions. What I knew, other people would know. If this Gentleman of 
the East Sea dared to claim he was a thousand years old, he no doubt 
came prepared. To defeat him, I needed something that few knew the truth
 behind, something obscured by myth and folk tales to the vast majority.



After some thought, I proposed my first question: “May I ask, who was Laozi, really?”



I
 expected that he would, like most, answer that Laozi had been a Keeper 
of the Archives for the Zhou Dynasty. I never thought he’d say, coldly 
and without hesitation: “He was a Grand Historian, just like you. He 
served Zhou first, then Qin.”



I
 couldn’t believe my ears. Laozi had lived his whole life in careful 
obscurity. The Zhou kings had been losing power at that time, and he’d 
eventually left through the passes, his destination unbroadcasted. Of 
course, in reality he’d gone to Qin, and spent his last years there.



As
 Grand Historian, he’d written a bit about himself for the Qin archives.
 In time, not even the other historians necessarily knew about it any 
longer. I’d recently chanced upon this secret while sorting through a 
pile of old documents, their bamboo strips too dusty for anyone to have 
read them in years. But the Gentleman of the East Sea had answered me so
 easily, so matter-of-factly, as if it were common knowledge.



Nothing
 could convince me that immortality existed. I found more obscure 
questions to ask him: how did King Zhao of Zhou die? What was the 
outcome of King Mu’s campaign against the Quanrong...



The
 Gentleman of the East Sea answered them one by one. His voice remained 
calm, his expression detached. Those dark, buried secrets came from his 
lips like any commonplace trifle. He knew every fact and detail without a
 trace of difficulty.



With every question, my heart sank further. I couldn’’t stump him, and in fact, he knew some matters better than I did.



Finally, I had no questions left. I could only admit defeat.



I
 glared at him, filled with hate and fury. “With all that scholarly 
knowledge at your disposal, did you truly have to stoop to such lows?”



I hoped he’d show anger, contempt, even mockery. Then, at least, he wouldn’t seem so unfathomable, so untouchable.



I
 would be disappointed. His expression didn’t change. He said no words 
in response. He didn’t even bother to look at me. He only sat there 
coolly, as if I didn’t exist.



The
 First Emperor laughed with the open joy of one whose worries have just 
been relieved. He told the servants to gift me with two night-shining 
pearls, then dismissed me.



As
 I stepped out the palace doors, I heard the Gentleman of the East Sea’s
 cold voice: “Your Majesty, are you finished with your tests?”



The First Emperor responded: “Where did you ever get the idea, sir? That was certainly not our intent...”



I
 left the palace in a daze, my chest aching. I was the Grand Historian, 
the most learned man in all of Qin. And yet, today, I’d met crushing 
defeat in the area of my expertise at the hands of a mere occultist! At 
the same time, a sense of unease pervaded my heart, though I couldn’t 
say why.



In
 my muddle, I’d somehow arrived at the Military Minister’s residence. 
Perhaps I’d unconsciously known that only someone as sharp-witted as he 
could deal with such matters.



When I met him, I told him everything.



At
 first, he didn’t seem to take me seriously. But gradually, he came to 
listen in earnest. His expression darkened, and he interrupted me at 
times to ask questions. When I’d finished my account, prepared to hear 
his opinion, I found him silent.



“Military Minister, say something!” I said. “This Gentleman of the East Sea makes me uncomfortable, but I don’t know why.”



The
 Military Minister brought his forefingers together, pushing them left 
and right, left and right. In the past, he only did this when he was 
strategizing before a great campaign. I startled at seeing it.



A long time later, he said: “You were right to worry. We have great trouble ahead.”



I said: “But I’m not sure myself what I’m so worried about. Isn’t this just some occultist?”



The Military Minister shook his head. “He’s no common occultist.”



I forced out a laugh. “Military Minister, do you truly believe he’s a thousand years old?”



He sighed. “That would be preferable. I only fear that he’s gone beyond mere immortality.”



My heart lurched in my chest. “What... what do you mean?”



The
 Military Minister said: “Would a person from King Zhao of Zhou’s era 
necessarily know that his lasciviousness got him murdered during the 
river crossing?”



“Would a person of the Spring and Autumn Period necessarily know which road Laozi took beyond the passes?”



I finally understood where my deep unease came from!



The
 Gentleman of the East Sea’s answers were perfect, illogically perfect. 
Intent on defeating him, I’d asked him the hardest questions I could 
think of. But I’d forgotten-- even a person from those past eras might 
not have known the answers to such questions. And yet the Gentleman of 
the East Sea didn’t raise a single objection. If I asked it, he answered
 it, and answered it irreproachably! What kind of person could manage 
that?



I felt chills crawl up my back: “Military Minister, do you mean that this Gentleman of the East Sea...”



The Military Minister said: “I can’t be sure of anything right now. I must visit the palace!”



---



While the Military Minister paid his visit, I waited.



When
 I tired of sitting, I stood. When I tired of standing, I sat. I’m not 
sure how long it was before the Military Minister returned.



His
 face was pale. He said nothing, and simply sat, as if entranced. I’d 
never seen him like that before. “Military Minister, what’s wrong?” I 
asked hurriedly. “Did you see him? Have you figured out where he came 
from? And what about His Majesty? What did he say?”



The
 Military Minister didn’t answer. He only sat, frozen. A long time 
later, he suddenly spoke: “Have you heard of mirrors that can show one’s
 five viscera and six bowels?”



Nonplussed, I said: “What are you talking about? What mirror?”



“I
 saw it,” the Military Minister murmured. “It was an extraordinary 
thing, four feet wide, five feet nine inches in height, made of 
something akin to metal, but not metal; something akin to stone, but not
 stone. It stood in front of me, plain as day. I could see my bones, my 
living organs. Do you know how our viscera crawl within us? I know 
now...”



My
 heart was cold. “Military Minister, Military Minster, wake up!” I 
shouted. “Whatever you saw, it had to be fake, some illusion by the 
Gentleman of the East Sea! Those occultists are full of tricks!”



The
 Military Minister slowly turned his gaze towards me. “An illusion? Were
 his answers to your questions also illusions? No one could fool my 
eyes. I’d broken my arm as a child. It healed properly, and few knew 
about it afterwards. That mirror showed the marks on my arm bone... ah, 
admit it, we’ve come across a real one this time.”



“A real what?” I asked. “A real immortal? A real god?”



“A
 real demon.” The Military Minister sighed and stood. “I just don’t 
understand why he came so soon. Our empire was just founded!”



I asked: “Military Minister, what are you talking about?”



Looking
 at me, he said: “ ‘A state about to fall always births demons.’ As 
Grand Historian, you should understand these words better than I do. 
Inexplicable supernatural events have always prefigured a dying state. 
During the moral decline of the Xia Dynasty, two dragons descended from 
the heavens before disappearing from whence they came; the decline of 
Shang began when King Wu Yi shot heaven in effigy and was slain by 
lightning[5]; the great Zhou of old fell with Bao Si, and was she not said
 to have been fathered by a dragon’s saliva?[6] Now it’s our dynasty’s 
turn.”



Slowly,
 dazedly, I said: “So... so there’s nothing we can do about it? Military
 Minister, you’re always full of strategies. You’ve never lost a 
battle.”



He sighed. “I can defeat my empire’s every enemy on the battlefield, but this a matter outside the realm of men.”



I asked: “Then... what do you plan to do?”



“I plan to leave court,” the Military Minister said.



“What?” I said, shocked. “Leave court? No, you can’t leave! Without you, our court is doomed.”



“And it won’t be doomed if I stay?”



I
 said: “At least... at least everyone will be a little less fearful. 
With you here to watch over the court, maybe the Gentleman of the East 
Sea won’t dare to act too wantonly...”



The
 Military Minister shook his head. “He’s too smart. He went directly for
 the emperor. I’ve grown old, and have neither the time nor the strength
 to do protracted battle with a demon that holds the ruler in his sway.”
 Looking at his white hair, the slight stoop of his back, I didn’t know 
what to say.



The
 Military Minister walked laboriously to his desk and picked up the 
golden tiger tally[7] that lay there. Turning it in his hands, he said: 
“The empire is my creation; if she falls so soon, it will be my shame. 
So I must do this, to prove it isn’t my fault.”



Dazed, I asked: “What will you do?”



“I
 will find a worthy successor and teach him all that I know, so that, 
someday, he can build a second Qin Empire. It will prove that my empire 
did not fall because of my incompetence.”



I
 could only stare. Few could ever anticipate the workings of the 
Military Minister’s mind. But I’d never expected that he’d come up with 
an idea this inconceivable!



“Of
 course, I’ll be careful, and make sure he won’t use my strategies 
against my empire,” the Military Minister continued. “I’ll find someone 
intelligent, with enough patience, endurance, and belief in keeping his 
word. Someone whose ambition I can rein in with vows until a time of 
chaos comes. At the same time, I’ll secretly warn the local officials 
against giving him government posts. If the empire doesn’t fall, he’ll 
have no opportunity to use what he’s learned, and it’ll only make him 
dangerously contemptuous towards authority; if the empire does fall, 
he’ll only die for her in vain if he holds a position in the old 
government.”



My thoughts spun chaotically. I tried to seize onto something, anything, and failed.



They’ve all gone mad, I thought sorrowfully.



The
 emperor to whom I’d sworn my loyalty, bedazzled by a trickster, was 
obsessed with seeking immortality. The Military Minister whom I’d so 
admired planned to abandon the empire he’d built with his own hands on 
some bizarre quest to find a successor! What was I supposed to do? What could I do? I was only a Grand Historian-- a prestigious rank, but with little real power. Aside from my loyalty, I had nothing.



I could only watch as my empire walked step by step towards subjugation.



Three
 days later, in the early hours of the morning, the Military Minister 
quietly left Xianyang. He told no one but the First Emperor, to whom 
he’d sent a letter of resignation. But the First Emperor tossed the 
letter aside without reading it-- he’d already sunk, utterly, into the 
delusional world created for him by the Gentleman of the East Sea. To 
the emperor, anything outside it no longer mattered.



---



Zhong Xiu’s story ended.



The delicate Vermillion Bird lamp still burned steadily. The millet wine had long since cooled.



Han Xin asked: “What happened afterwards?”



“Everything
 was as the Military Minister had predicted,” Zhong Xiu said. “The 
empire drifted towards destruction, step by step. No one could save her 
from her fate.”



Han
 Xin said: “I was talking about the Gentleman of the East Sea. Didn’t he
 claim he knew how to bestow immortality? But the First Emperor later 
died at Shaqiu, all the same. Wouldn’t he have been punished for that?”



Zhong Xiu smiled bleakly. “No, he wouldn’t have. He stayed by the First Emperor for only half a year before he left.”



“Half a year?” Han Xin said. “Did the First Emperor stay that way even after...”



Zhong
 Xiu said: “Like I told you, he was a demon. Demons don’t need to stay 
by a ruler’s side to work their evil. Half a year’s worth of contact was
 enough to forever ensnare the First Emperor within his dreams of 
immortality. The day the Gentleman of the East Sea disappeared, the 
First Emperor was like a madman, interrogating every one of his servants
 himself before executing them all. Next was the searching. They scoured
 Xianyang three feet into its foundations and sent a likeness of the 
Gentleman of the East Sea to every county and commandery. The First 
Emperor even sent Xu Fu and his cohort to search the seas, while he 
himself personally made inquiries throughout the land under the guise of
 touring his empire. The emperor was terrifying during that time. His 
eyes looked as if prepared to blast forth flames, and he kept pacing 
back and forth, back and forth, his hands behind his back, muttering 
things to himself. I didn’t know what he cursed under his breath; I only
 found it strange that he was so angry at the Gentleman of the East Sea 
for leaving, when his only real crime was leaving without a proper 
farewell. The First Emperor had been deceived by occultists more than once before.”



“After
 that, his moods became more and more erratic. He swung between joy and 
rage without warning. He was obsessed with the supernatural, but at 
times, he would fly into a rage at the occultists in his 
palace, calling them useless, treasonous thieves. ‘Only the Gentleman of
 the East Sea was real,’ he’d say. ‘The rest of you are all frauds! 
Fakes!’ One year, he buried alive more than four hundred and sixty 
alchemists and Confucian scholars in his rage. ‘We’ll see who dares to 
cheat us now!’ he said. He exiled the Crown Prince Fusu for protesting. 
But he passed away on his last tour at Shaqiu without ever seeing the 
Gentleman of the East Sea again.”



Han
 Xin said: “You said that the First Emperor had likenesses drawn when 
searching for him? Do any of those drawings still exist?”



Zhong
 Qiu said: “With the chaos of the last few years, most of the county 
offices and courts have been destroyed. I doubt the drawings would have 
survived. The palace archives should have a copy, but I can’t be 
certain. It’s been too long, even notwithstanding the mess Zhao Gao made
 during his administration... right, aren’t you from the Chu army? 
They’ve emptied out all the palace storage rooms and are sorting the 
contents right now. You could ask them.”



Han
 Xin gave a pained smile. “They’re only interested in the gold and 
jewels. Liu Bang’s already carted away all the documents and archival 
materials.”



“Oh?” Zhong Xiu said thoughtfully. “Liu Bang has more foresight than your Great King.”



Han Xin sighed without commenting.



“But
 even if that’s the case,” Zhong Xiu continued, “you might be able to 
find at least one thing: the heart-searching mirror. The Gentleman of 
the East Sea left it when he disappeared.”



“The heart-searching mirror? The mirror that the Military Minister told you about?”



Zhong
 Xiu said: “Yes. That mirror was kept in the rear palace, so I’ve never 
seen it for myself. But according to the servants, it really does 
reflect a person’s five viscera and six bowels. When a person stands in 
front of it, the image comes out reversed, for whatever reason. That 
mirror could show where sickness lies in an ailing person, but the First
 Emperor mostly used it to examine his concubines, to see whether their 
hearts held fear or disloyalty. If he saw anything, he had them 
executed.”



“The mirror could show him that sort of thing?” Han Xin said curiously. “How?”



“They
 say that if a woman has dark thoughts, her gallbladder would expand and
 her heart would palpitate. I don’t believe it myself; perhaps it’s 
caused by nervousness. But of those women snatched from the palaces of 
the six conquered states, how many wouldn’t have met the First Emperor with trembling hearts? To think of all the innocent women killed because of that mirror! Ai!”



---



It was almost dawn by the time Han Xin left Zhong Xiu’s residence.



That night had been spent listening to a very long, very absurd story.



An interesting story, but thinking about it more detachedly, what did it have to do with his fate?



Yes, all that eventually resulted in his encounter with his teacher, but that was no more than a minor detail in the story.



And
 he himself was the most insignificant personage of them all-- no, he 
didn’t even count as a personage. He was only a tool with which the 
Military Minister planned to prove his worth.



No one had truly cared for him, appreciated him. Not in the past, and not now.



The early morning winds blew bone-piercingly cold. He instinctively wrapped his arms tightly around himself.



A
 few wilted fallen leaves skittered dizzily in circles on the street, 
swept by the wind. He felt like one of them, alone and helpless in the 
grip of the stormwinds, unsure of where he was being taken.



He
 walked slowly back to the barracks, where he was promptly greeted by a 
campmate. “Where did you go? The Great King sent for you several times, 
and even the Foster Father came looking for you twice.”



“For me?” Han Xin said, astonished. “The king and his Foster Father came looking for me? Why?”



“I don’t know,” his campmate said. “Go ask for yourself. It sounds urgent, so you’d better hurry.”



Han Xin assented and quickly left.



Not long later, Fan Zeng hurried over. “Where’s Han Xin?” he asked as soon as he stepped into the camp. “Did he return?”



“He came back,” the campmate answered.



Fan Zeng exhaled in relief. “As long as he’s back, that’s good. I’d thought he’d... right, where is he now?”



“He’s with our king.”



“The king?” Fan Zeng asked doubtfully. “The king came looking for him?”



“Yes,
 I don’t know why, but he sent a man over three or four times. When Han 
Xin returned a bit earlier, I told him about it, and he went.”



Fan Zeng sat down, murmuring to himself in puzzlement. “Strange. Why is our Great King suddenly interested in him now?”



His
 elbow knocked a few bamboo writing slips off the nearby desk. Fan Zeng 
picked one up and glanced at it, his eyes immediately brightening. The 
slip had broken after being scraped clean once too many times, but he 
could read: “Guanzhong... has the security of the passes, mountains and 
rivers as natural defenses. It is a place to realize the ambitions of 
ten thousand generations of rulers, and should not be lightly abandoned.
 But...” The rest was illegible.



Fan Zeng raised his head. “Who wrote this? It shows considerable insight.”



The
 campmate answered: “Han Xin-- he spent a whole night fussing over it, 
writing and editing. The rest of us have better things to do!”



“Oh,
 really?” Fan Zeng picked up the rest of the broken bamboo slips and 
looked them over, nodding now and then. “Hmm, quite good, solid 
reasoning.”



Suddenly,
 he leapt to his feet, one last bamboo slip in his shaking hands. It 
read: “Your loyal Attendant Halberd-Bearer Han Xin risks penalty of death to 
advise you, Great King...” The writing beyond that was too scraped to 
read.



Fan Zeng said: “This... this was meant as a petition for King Xiang?”



The campmate said: “Probably! I guess that was why he took the writing so seriously.”



Fan
 Zeng stamped his foot. “This is bad! Just yesterday, some pedant got 
into an argument with the Great King over the location of his capital. 
The Great King had him boiled alive. Why did he have to pick this time 
to... ai! How long has it been since he left?”



---



Xiang Yu hurled the petition at Han Xin’s feet.



“How about you
 be the Hegemon-King of Western Chu instead?” Xiang Yu snarled. “It was 
wrong to kill Ziying, wrong to make Pengcheng the capital, wrong to give
 Hanzhong to Liu Bang, wrong to make Tian Shi a king, wrong to make Zhao
 Xie a king, Zhang Er, Chen Yu,  Zang Tu-- all wrong! So everything I’ve
 done since I entered Hangu Pass has been wrong, according to you? I’ll 
meet the same fate as Qin’s rulers if I don’t listen to you? Hah, the 
phrasing you used! Who destroyed Qin? I did! I saved the land from 
crisis, rescued the people from tyranny, revived the six states! Who 
doesn’t owe me their gratitude? Who doesn’t praise the way I handled 
matters? And you compare me with those Qin tyrants? You understand shit 
all!”



Han
 Xin stood there, unmoving, looking at the bamboo scroll at his feet. 
The impact had broken the threads holding the slats together. When Xiang
 Yu was done with his tirade, he said calmly: “Great King, you’re 
currently in the midst of assigning titles and land. Many praise you 
only for the sake of their own gain. They care not about the well-being 
of your hegemony, but about their interests alone. Great King, don’t let
 these people deceive you with their flattery--”



“Enough!”
 Xiang Yu roared. “You think I can’t tell the difference between truth 
and lies? You think I need you to teach me? The only reason anyone 
praises me is to flatter me? Your insults can’t be any more blatant, and
 you expect me to sit prettily and listen! Don’t forget who you are! A 
mere Halberd-Bearer, and you dare speak to me like this? Did you think 
you could get away with it? Guards! Drag him down and give him seventy 
strokes of the whip-- no, the cane!”



Han Xin could only stare at Xiang Yu, more shocked than fearful.



Two guards came and seized Han Xin’s arms, right and left.



“Stop!” Fan Zeng shouted,  striding through the doors. The guards could only let go.



Xiang Yu said: “Foster Father, you’re here?”



Fan Zeng walked to Han Xin’s side. “You leave first and wait for me outside. I’ll talk to you later.”



“Aye,” Han Xin said, raising his head to give Fan Zeng a grateful look. He left.



“You all leave too,” Fan Zeng ordered the guards around them.



The guards looked at Xiang Yu, who waved a hand. “Leave.”



They obeyed, closing the doors behind them.




------------------------



Notes:



I
 admit I didn’t like Han Xin that much when I was first introduced to 
the Chu-Han Contention era through a TV drama, but he’s grown on me 
since. He’s now one of my favorite historical figures of all time, 
between the anecdotes and the badassery and the really depressing death.
 



Translating
 this book gives me newfound appreciation for certain details I didn’t 
notice the first few times around-- for example, that Wei Liao compares 
Han Xin to a sword, an inanimate object, when he apparently praises him 
in Prologue I. Harsher in hindsight.



The
 answers to Zhong Xiu’s questions are all slightly different from the 
versions found in the historical texts we go by now. For example, King 
Zhao of Zhou supposedly drowned by accident during the river crossing.









[1] Yao and Shun were the last two of the Five August Emperors.


[2] Baiyue is a collective term for the non-Han Chinese people who lived in southern China and northern Vietnam around that time.


[3] The Xiongnu were a powerful nomadic people living in the steppes to the north of China. Qian Lifang's other book, Tianming, deals pretty heavily with them, if you're interested.


[4] Dong Hu was a historian during the Spring and Autumn Period who served the State of Jin, known for his forthrightness.


[5] The story goes that King Wu Yi hung a leather bag of blood high in the air and shot it with arrows, claiming he was shooting heaven. This and other similar acts of blasphemy were blamed for his death by lightning during a hunting trip.


[6] Bao Si was the famously beautiful concubine of King You of Zhou. To make her laugh, King You lit the capital's warning beacons when no attack was happening, forcing his lords and their armies to come for nothing. When the capital actually was attacked later on, none of King You's lords came, and he was killed. After that, the capital was moved east to Luoyang, and the Zhou royal family's resulting loss of authority to regional lords led to the Spring and Autumn Period.


[7]A tiger tally was a symbol of military authority. They came in two matching, symmetrical halves. The ruler held one half, and the commander held the other. One needed both halves to authorize a troop deployment.
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Fan Zeng bent down and picked up the petition. Flipping through it, he said: “You wanted to have him beaten just because of this?”

“Not just this,” Xiang Yu gritted out. “Foster Father, you didn’t see the way he was talking just then. He was downright lecturing me! He has no respect. If I don’t beat the arrogance out of him--”



Fan Zeng cut him off. “Ah-Ji, no matter what Han Xin wrote or said, I have only one question for you: can you forgive him?”



“No, I can’t! Foster Father, you have no idea how infuriating he was--”



“Well and good,” Fan Zeng said. “Just execute him, then!”



“Execute him!” Xiang Yu exclaimed, shocked. “But... but his crime doesn’t warrant execution.“



Fan Zeng sat down, placing his hand on Xiang Yu’s shoulder. “Ah-Ji,” he said patiently, “do you know the saying ‘you can kill a talent, but you can’t humiliate him?’ With that sort of person, you either don’t touch a hair on his head, or you put him to the sword. If you humiliate him and let him live, it’ll only be a matter of time before he takes revenge!”



Fan Zeng’s words and attitude were serious, but Xiang Yu, looking at him, suddenly laughed. “Then how come he hasn’t taken revenge on that lout who made him crawl through his legs?”



“The opportunity hasn’t come to him,” Fan Zeng said. “Ah-Ji, this is no laughing matter. Have you made your decision yet? How will you deal with him?”



Xiang Yu said helplessly: “Fine, then. I’ll spare him this time for your sake.”



Fan Zeng seemed disappointed. “Ai! So be it, then.”



“What?” Xiang Yu asked, puzzled. “Foster Father, are you still not satisfied?”



Fan Zeng shook his head, sighed, and walked towards the doors.



“Foster Father, didn’t I do as you asked?”



Fan Zeng paused in his steps and turned his head. “For your sake, I would have preferred that you killed him.”





---



High above the ground, a series of interlinked walkways connected the vast palace buildings like bridges spanning the Milky Way. 



Fan Zeng and Han Xin strolled on one lofty walkway. From there, they could see all the way south to the Wei River, to the park at Shanglin, to the still-unfinished, grandiose sprawl of Epang Palace. Beneath the walkway flowed unending streams of treasure-laden Chu soldiers. They rushed between the palace buildings, shoulders laden and hands full, packing all the treasures of the empire into boxes and baskets to their commanders’ shouted specifications.



Fan Zeng spoke as he walked: “I agreed with every word you wrote. Ah-Ji was truly too careless when he distributed his titles and territory, and it will leave us problems in the long run. Same with his choice of capital. You have every right to hold grievances against him today, but please, for my sake, don’t turn them into a grudge.”



Han Xin gazed into the distance at the rows upon rows of palace buildings. He smiled faintly. “Foster Father, what’s past is past. Don’t worry.”



Fan Zeng paused in his steps, examining Han Xin. Then he sighed. “You hide your thoughts too well; I can’t see through you. But regardless of whether you meant that, are you willing to listen to an old man’s heartfelt advice? I know you’re a talent among men. But a strategist’s job isn’t to voice the most accurate advice, but the most effective. If you know your ruler can’t accept what you want to tell him, or if your ruler has made a grave mistake but lacks the means to fix it, then you shouldn’t say anything. A strategist is only useful if his ruler trusts and is willing to use him. If he angers his ruler and loses any opportunity to put forth suggestions, then there’s no point in possessing even the most brilliant of insights.”



“You’re right, Foster Father,” Han Xin said respectfully.



Fan Zeng’s brow darkened. He distrusted this young man’s deferential attitude but could see nothing to support his suspicions. He could only say: “I don’t know what you’re thinking. If you won’t listen, I can’t do anything about it. Ah-Ji is very young, and so are you. You two could truly have benefited from each other. I don’t know how it all ended up like this. I’m growing old, you know, and I’d hoped you could replace me... ai!”



Fan Zeng shook his head and sighed, slowly hobbling ahead.



Han Xin suddenly felt a certain sympathy for this white-haired old man. He had too many burdens to carry: a minister’s duty to his ruler, a foster father’s duty towards his ward, even something akin to a fatherly love for his son or grandson-- perhaps Fan Zeng himself hadn’t realized the last one. All this pressed down on his aged body, too heavy to bear.



But he couldn’t stay just because of his fondness for an old man-- stay, and spend all his effort and passion on someone who didn’t deserve it. That petition had been his last test for Xiang Yu. Now, he’d abandoned all hope.



Fan Zeng continued: “Han Xin, have you felt that Ah-Ji’s changed lately?”



Han Xin said: “Huh, a little, it seems. Ever since we came into Xianyang, he’s been less willing to listen to others’ advice. And he’s killed so many people. Executing captives is wrong-- he shouldn’t have killed Ziying.”



“Yes, and the matter of choosing a capital,” Fan Zeng said. “All those people couldn’t persuade him otherwise. He wasn’t like this before. The power’s going to his head, ai!”



Inwardly, Han Xin thought that it couldn’t all be blamed on the power. But he couldn’t say what else was at fault, and so chose to keep silent.



At the end of the walkway was a richly decorated temple with carved rafters and painted beams. Inside, people noisily bustled back and forth. The door frame had been pried off to allow the horse carts better access, and they left laden with countless bolts of silks and brocades, every imaginable type of bronze- and lacquerware. The gold and jewels had been neatly arranged in rows on a massive lacquer table, and a clerk was painstakingly taking inventory. When he saw Fan Zeng approaching, he hurriedly knelt.



Fan Zeng waved him back to work. He walked along the lacquer table. Golden toads, coral trees, jade scepters, cylinders of delicately carved elephant ivory... a dazzling array of colors. Fan Zeng’s face showed no signs of appreciation, only of concern. He idly picked up a handful of pearls, then loosened his fingers, watching as they fell, gleaming, one by one. “Han Xin,” he said. “Do you feel that there’s something missing from these Xianyang palaces?”



Han Xin said: “The valuables are all here, just not the archival materials.”



Fan Zeng nodded and said worriedly: “You alone noticed this. The treasures and women have dazzled the rest of them blind. Who amongst them cares about dusty scrolls? I tried telling Ah-Ji, but he didn’t take me seriously. Ai! Liu Bang will become a great danger to us sooner or later.”



Han Xin remained silent.



They had left the temple and walked down a length of path before Fan Zeng suddenly stopped and spoke again. “Besides the archival materials, I feel that there’s something else missing, something important. But I can’t put a name to it. Han Xin, can you help me think? One’s mind grows muddled with old age.”



Han Xin said: “There shouldn’t be anything. The ruler’s seal, the tallies, the sacrificial vessels for the temples... I think we found everything important.”



Fan Zeng shook his head. “No, there has to be something else. I can sense it. You go to the army registrar and look through the Qin inventories we found. Maybe they’ll help you think of something.”



---



The Qin Dynasty truly possessed too many treasures; the inventories alone resembled a small mountain.



Han Xin sat and flipped through them, book by book. He was a quick reader, but finishing all the books still took him nearly six hours. When he’d closed the last scroll, he shut his eyes and began to think.



Puzzled, the registrar asked: “Halberd-Bearer Han, are you looking for something? Have you found it? Do you need help? The Foster Father told me to give you all possible aid.”



Han Xin said nothing. A while later, he opened his eyes and smiled. “No, it’s fine, I’ve figured it out. But I thank you for your offer.” He stood, rubbing his numb legs, then left.



The registrar could only look at his retreating silhouette, baffled.



---



“You’ve figured it out already?” Fan Zeng said, surprised. “This soon? What are we missing?”



“The Nine Tripods,” Han Xin said.[1]



Fan Zeng said, realization dawning: “Ah, of course... I’d thought it was something important, but I just couldn’t put a name to it. Yes, that treasure of kings!” Worry came into his eyes. “The Nine Tripods, the Nine Tripods. They’ve said since ancient times that he who holds the Nine Tripods holds all under heaven. But now Ah-Ji doesn’t have it...ai!”



---



Zhong Xiu greeted Han Xin with surprise.



“Haven’t I told you everything about your master?”



Han Xin said: “No, I came because of something else. Sir, your scholarly knowledge is vast, and I wanted to ask you something: why do they all say that the Nine Tripods are so important? Aren’t they, well, just nine tripods?”



Zhong Xiu said: “The Nine Tripods isn’t nine separate tripods, but one single tripod called ‘Nine Tripods’. According to legend, the Great Yu, founder of the Xia Dynasty, collected metal from each of the Nine Provinces[2] of old to forge it. It symbolized the Nine Provinces under heaven, and from there comes its name. It became a symbol of supreme authority for that reason, as important as the ruler’s seal. In the past, King Zhuang of Chu did no more than ask how much the Nine Tripods weighed, but that simple question sent the ministers of Zhou trembling in outrage. They saw it as a challenge to the Zhou Dynasty’s right to rule, you see.”



“So that’s it,” Han Xin said. “I’m too ignorant in these matters. Can I ask: was the Nine Tripods very big?”



“This, I’m unclear on. But according to the records, they’d used even the barbarians’ tribute gold in the forging of the Nine Tripods, so it should be considerable in size.”



“Wait, sir, you’ve never seen the Nine Tripods yourself?” Han Xin asked.



Zhong Xiu said: “No.”



Han Xin said curiously: “Weren’t you a court official? If the Nine Tripods is such a powerful symbol of authority, then surely you would have seen it?”



“Not just me. No one else in court has ever seen it.”



The more Han Xin heard, the stranger he found the tale. “Why? Isn’t the Nine Tripods a sacrificial vessel? Wouldn’t they need to take it out during ceremonies?”



Zhong Xiu shook his head. “The Nine Tripods isn’t an ordinary ritual tripod. I don’t even know myself what purpose it was meant for. I only know that it curses all who come into contact with it, all but the ruler.”



Han Xin startled. “What do you mean?”



Zhong Xiu said: “Forty-nine years... yes, forty-nine years ago, I remember it well, that was the fifty-second year of the reign of our King Zhaoxiang. The Qin armies conquered the Zhou capital, Luoyi. Thus fell the Zhou Dynasty, which had stood above us all for more than eight hundred years.”



“Strangely enough, when they captured Luoyi, they’d found the Zhou royal seal and the ritual vessels easily enough, but the Nine Tripods was missing. The troops, unwilling to let it go, interrogated the Zhou palace women and servants to find its whereabouts. They all answered the same way: only the ruler could touch the Nine Tripods. Besides the reigning King of Zhou, no one else had ever seen it, not even the most favored servants. But King Nan of Zhou had died, and the troops could hardly question a dead man. So the army split up to search. They went over the whole capital like a fine-toothed comb, back and forth, back and forth, nearly turned the place upside down. They finally found the Nine Tripods in a hidden underground labyrinth. Overjoyed, they hauled it up and carted it to Xianyang to gift it to King Zhaoxiang, who ordered a ten-day feast and a promotion of one rank for all of them. And what do you suppose happened to those soldiers next?”



Han Xin said: “They would have been heavily rewarded, of course.”



“Heavily rewarded?” Zhong Xiu said. “Once they’d returned to Xianyang, every soldier who had come into contact with, helped transport, or simply seen the Nine Tripods was invited to a banquet at the palace. Not a single one of them came out alive!”



Surprised, Han Xin said: “Finding the Nine Tripods should have been a huge merit. Why were they killed instead of rewarded?”



Zhong Xiu said: “Who said they weren’t rewarded? They were. King Zhaoxiang gave those soldiers’ families three times the normal reward for a battlefield merit! And as for the soldiers, they died painlessly. The undertakers said that their bodies were unmarked, that they most likely died from drinking zhen-feather wine.[3] But no one knew why the king found it necessary to kill them even as he rewarded them so.”



Han Xin asked: “After that... what happened to the Nine Tripods afterwards?”



“After that, the Qin kings copied the rulers of Zhou and kept the Nine Tripods carefully hidden, away from anyone else,” Zhong Xiu said. “Only, when King Zhuangxiao passed away and the palace was engulfed in the chaos of mourning, an eunuch took advantage and snuck into the hidden room where the Nine Tripods was kept. When the First Emperor succeeded his father as king and heard of what happened, he immediately ordered the eunuch killed. Lu Buwei was Chancellor then, and he advised the First Emperor that ordering an execution so soon after ascending the throne would bring ill fortune to his reign. But he refused to listen-- ‘As long as I am King of Qin, I demand it!’ he even said. In the end, Chancellor Lu could only obey. Can you believe it? The king was only thirteen years old then!”



“Why? It was no more than a glimpse.”



“That’s why they say the Nine Tripods is cursed,” Zhong Xiu said.



After some thought, Han Xin said: “After that eunuch saw the Nine Tripods, did he tell anyone about it before he was killed?”



“He did-- just two sentences. He whispered them in secret to his elder brother, and it spread from there as rumor. But no one understood them.”



“What two sentences?” Han Xin asked.



Zhong Xiu said: “The first was ‘The Nine Tripods isn’t a tripod.’ The second was ‘That thing draws ghosts to it.’”



“What does that mean?” Han Xin asked, puzzled.



Zhong Xiu shook his head. “I don’t know. I fear that no one living knows the meaning of those two sentences anymore.”



Han Xin said: “Did everyone who’s seen the Nine Tripods really die afterwards? Besides the ruler, I suppose.”



A peculiar expression suddenly came over Zhong Xiu’s face. “No,” he said.



“No? Who?”



Zhong Xiu said slowly: “Do you still remember me telling you about the Gentleman of the East Sea?”



That took Han Xin by surprise. “Him? The one who claimed to be immortal?”



Zhong Xiu nodded. “Yes, him. As far as I know, he’s the only one who lived after going into that hidden chamber. The First Emperor himself took him. They were in there for a long time, for whatever reason.”



Han Xin said: “Why would a charlatan be so interested in the Nine Tripods?”



“Who knows?” Zhong Xiu said. “Maybe he thought it had something to do with making an elixir of immortality. Right, coincidentally, the Gentleman of the East Sea disappeared the day after he went into that room. Maybe the higher power of the Nine Tripods suppressed his bag of low tricks, and he couldn’t keep up his games anymore. Perhaps it isn’t such a cursed object after all.”



---



The treasure convoy set off from Xianyang.



Ji Bu at the front, Heng Chu at the back, Yu Ying at the Left, Yu Ziqi at the right. You couldn’t see one end of the convoy from the other. Interspersing the troop ranks were the occasional train of tear-stained women, bound together in long chains.



The commoners of Xianyang clustered at each side of the road, pointing and muttering amongst themselves. Chu soldiers with horsewhips patrolled between the peasants and the convoy, watching the civilians like tigers watching their prey. Occasionally, people were squeezed into the road by the crowds, and the soldiers herded them back with flicks of their whips.



From his distant platform, Xiang Yu watched the proceedings with satisfaction. He said to Fan Zeng, standing beside him: “Foster Father, I think I know why so many people want to become kings or hegemons. It does feel good to rule.”



Fan Zeng said worriedly: “Ah-Ji, Han Xin is a dangerous man. Use him if you’re can, but otherwise, hurry and kill him! Xianyang is a mess right now, full of lords from the other kingdoms. If he takes advantage of the chaos to join another ruler, we’ll have no end of trouble.”



Xiang Yu frowned, turning his gaze back to Fan Zeng. “Foster Father, do you have nothing to talk about besides Han Xin? What’s so special about him, that you have to fuss about him all day long?”



Fan Zeng said: “His capabilities are too terrifying, far beyond mine. Once he puts them to use... Ah-Ji, I dare not think of it.”



“Foster Father, can you not...” Xiang Yu hesitated. “Can you stop calling me Ah-Ji, as if I were still a child?”



Fan Zeng startled, taken unawares. Slowly, his eyes lost their brightness.



“Yes, Great King,” he said with effort. He sounded older than usual.



---



The King of Han Liu Bang’s main camp remained at Bashang.



The King of Han raised his head, examining the enormous object in front of him with a frown. “What is this thing, exactly? I’ve never seen anything like it.”



Zhang Liang, standing at his side, shook his head. “I don’t know, I fear. The army engineer came over to look at it, but he’s never seen anything like it either. But he says there’s burn marks on it, so he believes it’s activated by lighting a fire.”



“No shit!” the King of Han said. “I already knew that from all the ash in that room. They were practically wading in it. But what do you do with it after you light the fire? Smelt ore? Boil rice? Roast a pig? And where are we supposed to put it, anyway?”



Zhang Liang said: “I don’t know, but I doubt it’s used for anything ordinary.”



“Then what is it for?”



“I don’t know,” Zhang Liang said.



The King of Han said: “What do you mean, you don’t know? How could someone as smart as you not know something? If you don’t know, then who would?”



Zhang Liang said with a smile: “I’ve never claimed to know everything.”



The King of Han paced in a circle around that massive object, hands behind his back. “A hundred and twenty people died for it, and we don’t even know what it’s for. And am I supposed to haul this thing to Hanzhong with me? From what I’ve heard of the plankway, I don’t think it’s even possible!”



Zhang Liang said: “Your highness, you must bring it with you for the precise reason that so many people died for it. Think about it, your highness. Would anyone hide something so carefully, behind such horrific traps and mechanisms, if it were anything ordinary?”



The King of Han nodded. “Mm, you have a point! I’ll listen to you. You always have the strangest notions, but they do seem to work out every time.”



---



By the time Han Xin returned to camp, the sky was dark. It had been two days since he’d had a good night’s sleep; he lay down without taking off his clothes, pulled the blanket over himself, and closed his eyes.



Exhaustion failed to deaden the chaos of his thoughts. Immortality, the heart-searching mirror, the Nine Tripods, the First Emperor, the Gentleman of the East Sea... all those absurd stories tangled together in the churning sea of his mind.



It was a long time before he fell asleep.



In his dream, he saw the Gentleman of the East Sea in a huge, shadowy room.



He thought the Gentleman of the East Sea looked familiar, as if he’d seen him before, but he couldn’t remember where.



The Gentleman of the East Sea talked and talked, an unceasing torrent. Han Xin knew he was saying something important, but though he tried frantically to listen, to remember, the words all slipped out of his grasp.



The Gentleman of the East Sea smiled darkly and handed him a mirror. In it, he saw a skeleton, its bones stark white and still moving. When he turned the mirror over, he saw a pool of thick, newly-shed blood. The blood patiently engulfed the shining surface, patiently seeped out of the mirror, patiently stained his hands... in horror, he thought: this is a dream, this is a dream, this isn’t real.



But he suddenly realized: If I’m in a dream, I shouldn’t have realized I was dreaming.



“Fire! Fire!” someone shouted in the middle of the night, startling him from his nightmare. He opened his eyes, exhaling slowly.



The whole camp had woken at the din, soldiers scrambling out of their tents and hastily pulling on clothes. Only then, outside, did they realize they’d been misled.



The fire wasn’t there, but at Epang Palace to the south, a couple dozen li away. Nothing to worry about.



“What does the fire at Epang Palace have to do with us? Shut up and let us sleep!” some raged, crawling back into their tents.



But some found themselves unable to sleep and simply stood there, watching the blaze. Pointing, they spoke of the suffering they’d experienced those years ago, forced into Xianyang for hard labor. A certain vengeful satisfaction filled their words.



Han Xin stood alone to one side, silently watching as the horizon bloomed dark red with firelight.



A while later, a voice at his side asked softly: “What are you thinking?”



Han Xin couldn’t help but sigh. “Why bother burning it? People bled to build it either way.” Suddenly wary, he followed the direction of the voice. “Who are you?”



A man walked out of the darkness. “We’d parted so few days ago at Hong Gate. Have you forgotten me already?”



Han Xin recognized him as soon as his eyes adjusted to the darkness. The strategist from Hong Gate, with a face like a woman’s and a mind like an old fox’s.



“Sir Zhang,” Han Xin greeted. “Forgive my poor manners. But you’re a minister of Hann and a trusted adviser of Han. What brings you to look for a lowly Chu Halberd-Bearer in the middle of the night?”



Zhang Liang tugged at his hand and whispered: “I’ll tell you once we find somewhere more private.”



Han Xin, understanding, took him to the back of the camp.



Behind the tents were the supply carts. In silence, Han Xin and Zhang Liang wove their way among them. They climbed on top of one of the larger carts, where, sitting on the sacks of grain and feed, they could keep watch on their surroundings.



Zhang Liang said: “I’d wanted to visit you ever since we parted at Hong Gate, but then the Duke of Pei was named King of Han, and we had so much work to do before we could leave for Bashu. I didn’t have the time before tonight.”



“Why look for me in the first place?” Han Xin asked. “Surely our one chance meeting at the Feast at Hong Gate couldn’t have left that strong of an impression?”



Zhang Liang looked at him, smiling a little. “ ‘Guanzhong is an advantageous location to hold, has the security of the passes, mountains and rivers as natural defenses. It is a place to realize the ambitions of ten thousand generations of rulers, and should not be lightly abandoned.’ ”



Stunned, Han Xin said: “You... you saw my petition?”



“A fine piece of writing,” Zhang Liang sighed. “Such a pity that it went wasted.”



“Where did you see it?” Han Xin asked.



Zhang Liang said: “From Xiang Bo. You’re a formidable one! Do you know, when I first read your petition, I broke out in a cold sweat. If King Xiang had listened to your advice, the King of Han wouldn’t have stood a chance.”



“Don’t worry, King Xiang nearly threw the petition in my face,” Han Xin said, sighing as he gazed at the inferno of Epang Palace to the south. “Giving up Guanzhong and making his capital Pengcheng was his worst mistake. That one misstep doomed everything. There’s no point in discussing it now.”



Zhang Liang said: “No, failing to make use of a talent like you was his worst mistake.”



Han Xin, still gazing at the fire on the horizon, smiled faintly. “Lucky that he didn’t. He’s completely changed since he entered Xianyang. He refuses to listen to advice, intent on doing as he wishes. If he stays like this, he’ll lose his power to someone else within the next five years. Fan Zeng’s loyal to him on behalf of Xiang Liang, and Xiang Yu’s going to exhaust him to death sooner or later.”



“And what about you?” Zhang Liang said. “You have to extricate yourself from it all somehow. What do you plan to do? Surely you don’t plan on being a Halberd-Bearer your whole life.”



Han Xin shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe this is the will of heaven.”



Zhang Liang said: “How could you think something like that? With your talent, who wouldn’t want you? Why don’t you look for a different master? A wise bird chooses the right tree to perch upon; a wise minister chooses the right ruler to serve. This is a time of chaos, after all. No one will force you to stay with one master to the bitter end.”



“It’s not just this,” Han Xin said. “I’ve thought about it before. With my personality and philosophy, I want either no influence or all the influence. I don’t want to accept, and won’t accept, a halfway role. I need great power, but I won’t jump through hoops for it, and I can’t endure an endless meander of promotions. And who would give great power to someone nameless and without experience like me?”



Zhang Liang said: “Perhaps one person could.”



“Who?” asked Han Xin.



Zhang Liang said: “The King of Han.”



“The King of Han?” Han Xin raised an eyebrow. He’d expected Zhang Liang to bring up Liu Bang; in fact, he’d considered him before. Liu Bang’s position amongst the lords of the land was second only to Xiang Yu, but...



Zhang Liang continued: “I know, some call him greedy and lustful and contemptuous of scholars. But you’ve seen his behavior since he came to Xianyang. Does he appear to be that sort of person?”



“That’s why I’m hesitating,” Han Xin said. “He’s obviously putting on an act, and an expert act at that-- don’t try to argue. You don’t need to, when both you and I know this well enough. I didn’t say that acting is a bad thing-- after all, military strategy deals quite a bit with truth and deception, not to mention he did good things for the sake of his act. But someone so adept at fakery is hard to predict, and I don’t know what he’ll be like in time.”



Zhang Liang said: “He’s a commoner by birth. I don’t think he’ll treat the people poorly, at least!”



Han Xin eyed Zhang Liang, suspecting that he only pretended not to understand in order to dodge his point.



Zhang Liang looked not at Han Xin, but at some point in front of him, as if answering some inner concern of his own. “To people like you and me, it’s more important that we serve a ruler that allows us to put our talents to use. What point is there in thinking so far into the future? I’m from Hann, as you know, but he used every trick he knew to obtain me from the King of Hann on the basis of our one chance conversation on military strategy. In this area, at least, he’s more than sufficient. Is that not enough?”



Han Xin said: “I’m different from you. Your family has provided chancellors to five generations of Hann kings, and you nearly killed the First Emperor at Bolang Sands. You have both breeding and reputation. Everyone knows of you. But I’m only a common-born footsoldier. The King of Han won’t take me seriously.”



Zhang Liang said: “I’ve made arrangements with the King of Han. He’ll enter Hanzhong first to assume his title, and I’ll find him a military talent who can help him take back Guanzhong, and with it, all the land under heaven. This sword is our pre-planned signal.” As he spoke, he unfastened a sword from his belt and presented it to Han Xin with both hands. “Its name is Dust-cross, and it was forged by Ouzhizi, the great smith of the Spring and Autumn Period. The King of Han will bestow the rank of general without hesitation upon whoever holds this sword.”



Han Xin didn’t reach for the sword. “Let me think some more.”



“Then think at your leisure!” Zhang Liang said. “Deliberate until Fan Zeng kills you.”



“What... what did you say?”



Zhang Liang said: “Xiang Bo told me that Fan Zeng has told Xiang Yu ‘use him if you can, and kill him if you can’t’ a couple hundred times.”



Silent, Han Xin stared into the distance, melancholy creeping into his eyes.



“I’ll leave the sword to you whether you choose to go or not,” Zhang Liang said. “This sword deserves a true hero, and I see no one fit to use it but you.”



Zhang Liang gently set the sword beside Han Xin and climbed off the supply cart. He took a few steps, then turned back, looking at Han Xin. “Listen to me,” he said, his voice earnest and heartfelt. “You can’t afford to be picky any longer. We were born in this era, and only have this era’s lords to choose from. Of them, the King of Han is already the best option.”



Zhang Liang’s silhouette gradually disappeared into the night.



Han Xin sat on the pile of grain sacks, gazing in the direction in which he’d left.



Use him if you can, and kill him if you can’t!



Yes, this fit Fan Zeng’s personality. He understood Fan Zeng just as Fan Zeng understood him.



In the midst of indifference and contempt, Fan Zeng alone had ever comforted him, encouraged him, praised his talents. But Fan Zeng had done it not out of personal feelings, but for the sake of his Ah-Ji’s hegemony. For his Ah-Ji, too, Fan Zeng could kill him without a shred of hesitation or regret, he knew.



If he were Fan Zeng, he would do the same.



He couldn’t wait any longer!



He slowly picked up the sword Dust-cross from his side and pulled it from the scabbard.



A line of cool light leapt from its surface. A fine sword!



This sword deserves a true hero.



A true hero? Who’d ever called him that before? He felt a forlorn ache in his heart.



---



Han Xin caught up with the Han army at the plankway. To either side were vertical cliffs; the ground below was so distant as to strain the limits of visibility. The soldiers marched along a path of wooden planks set perpendicularly into one cliff face, feeling much as if they stood upon empty air. Few dared to look down.



Everyone breathed a sigh of relief when they reached the end of of the plankway.



Suddenly, someone towards the back of the ranks shouted: “Oh no, fire! The plankway caught fire!”



When the others turned, they saw the thick billows of smoke, the flames licking skywards.



The soldiers began to panic. “Hurry, put out the fire! We won’t be able to return without the plankway.” They scrambled into action.



“Stay!” A commander bellowed. “Says who we plan to return? The King of Han ordered the fires set so King Xiang can see we harbor no plans of usurpation!”



The soldiers looked at each other, stunned into silence. Suddenly, a soldier threw himself to the ground, facing eastwards. “Father, Mother,” he wept. “Your son will never see you again!”



His comrades soon joined him. All of them had come from east of Xiao Mountain. They’d expected to go home after the fighting concluded, only to find themselves trapped. Their cries of sorrow filled the air.



Han Xin didn’t join them.



Clever! he thought, nodding almost imperceptibly. The fire would burn away both Xiang Yu’s suspicions and his army’s ability to hunt them down. The King of Han was safe now!



---



The army pitched a temporary resting camp in a slightly flatter area. A military officer took Han Xin to see the King of Han.



The king sat under a tree, talking to his chancellor and old friend, Xiao He. “Old Xiao, the more I think about it, the more I have to wonder. What if Zhang Liang’s playing with me? ‘Make Xiang Yu lower his guard,’ he says! But this is obviously cutting off my own path of retreat. Hmph! More likely, he saw that I’d been conned, tossed me in Hanzhong, and ran back to his King of Hann!”



Internally, Han Xin laughed.



Xiao He said: “Your Highness, don’t be so paranoid. Zifang[4] isn’t that sort of person. And burning the plankway truly did us more good than harm-- perhaps it will prove a little inconvenient in the future, but not burning the plankway would have proved far more dangerous to us in the short term. The plankway can let us out, but it can also let Xiang Yu in! With our present army, could we survive any attack by Xiang Yu?”



The King of Han said: “But you saw the plankway. You can’t fix it in a day or two. Getting our hands on enough troops and horses, fixing the plankway, retaking the Three Qins[5], conquering all the other kingdoms-- how long will it all take? By now, I’m an old fart--”



Xiao He coughed. “Your Highness!”



“You and your etiquette!” the King of Han complained. “Fine, Fine! We’re past fifty by this point. Are we supposed to fight for a lifetime to play emperor for a day?”



Xiao He said: “Don’t be so pessimistic, Your Highness. Once Sir Zifang finds a suitable commander for us, the rest should follow from there.”



The King of Han said: “Suitable commander? Doesn’t he himself have the skills to be our suitable commander? Why’s he looking for another one? Hmph! He’s probably using it as an excuse to run off.”



Xiao He laughed. “Your Highness, be reasonable! He’s got a face like a woman’s, and his health is so poor he can barely ride a horse. How do you expect him to lead an army?”



The King of Han poked at a beetle on the ground with his whip. “Sun Bin[6] was a cripple, and he was a commander all the same,” he muttered.



Xiao He said: “Sun Bin was only Deputy Commander to Tian Ji’s Commander-in-Chief. Sun Bin’s legs forced him to remain a behind-the-scenes adviser.” Seeing the King of Han remained in a mood to argue, Xiao He smiled and stood. He walked off to direct the pitching of the tents.



The military officer took the opportunity to drag Han Xin over. “Your Highness, this is the deserter from the Chu army.”



The King of Han looked him over. “What’s your name? What town are you from?”



“Han Xin, from Huaiying.”



The King of Han asked: “What did you do while in Xiang Yu’s service?”



“I was a Halberd-Bearer,” Han Xin answered.



The king said: “Oh, that’s a three hundred bushel rank.[7] I’ll make you a granary clerk. That’s another three hundred bushel rank, neither promotion nor demotion.”



A granary clerk? Fussing over baskets and bushels? Han Xin found it a bit laughable. Dust-cross hung at his hip; if he took it out...



The military officer shoved him. “Hurry up and thank the king!”



Never mind, granary clerk would do for now. He might as well take the job first and find a better opportunity later. He hadn’t come up with a good strategy for invading the Three Qin yet; he preferred not to gain an exalted title because of another’s recommendation alone. So Han Xin knelt and said: “Thank you, Your Highness.”



The King of Han waved him away and continued halfheartedly jabbing at the beetle with his whip.



---



When Han Xin returned to camp, he found himself surrounded by curious soldiers.



“Were you really the Hegemon-King’s Halberd-Bearer? You must have seen him every day, right? What does he look like?”



“Ai! I heard the Hegemon-King has two pupils in each eye. Is it true?”



“You’re a lucky one! A three hundred bushel rank right off! My brother here came from the Chu camp too, and all he got was shangzao. A worthless civilian rank!"[8]



“Hey, this is a fine sword! Where did you get it?”



“Don’t touch it!” Han Xin said. “My friend gave it to me.”



---



The troops reached Nanzheng[9] with little hope of return and little energy to pursue self-betterment. Many muddled their way through the idle days, including the King of Han. The city of Nanzheng gradually filled with the sounds of cockfights and horse races, shouting and gambling.



Han Xin found running the granary easy enough with his excellent memory and quick mental arithmetic. The army imported and consumed its grain by the tens of thousands of bushels, but Han Xin didn’t even need counting markers. His eyes counted, his hands recorded, his voice called out values without a single error. He sorted through the messy older accounts in a matter of days, to the joy and praise of his colleagues.



With his routine work finished, Han Xin was left with plenty of free time. He often left camp by himself to ask various local elders and traveling merchants about the region’s terrain. When he returned, he would add a few lines and symbols to the map he’d drawn. At other times, he’d simply laze on Nanyang’s ramparts, chewing on a grass stalk, gazing at the mountain range that rose in the distance.



In his mind’s eye, he saw the rugged terrain of Qin, eight hundred li beyond the mountains. He arrayed his troops and arranged his formations. He advanced, retreated, attacked, defended.



As time passed, Han Xin sunned himself on the ramparts less often and hunched over his map more often. His expression darkened by the day.



He’d found a serious problem.



There were too few roads linking Hanzhong to Guanzhong!



They’d burnt the Baoxie[10] plankway, and rebuilding it would take years. Tangluo Passage was merely crooked for eighty li and practically coiled for another ninety-four, completely impassable for a large army. Ziwu Passage passed through endless, treacherous mountains. Any expedition through there would take too long; the enemy would have more than enough time to find out and send a devastating counterattack. 



His mood steadily worsened.



One night, he sat and played the “game of eight palaces” with himself. None of the other soldiers understood its complexities, so he played alone to keep his mind sharp amidst the endless drudgery of camp life.



His fellow soldiers sat nearby, joyfully gambling and drinking and yelling.



They were getting louder and louder. One moment, they would roar with laughter in unison; another moment, they would chant “Drink! Drink! Drink! Drink it all!” to whoever lost a game; another moment, they would call out “Lu! Lu! Lu!” as the dice spun on...



Han Xin gave up his game and sat with his arms wrapped around his knees, watching his noisy, happy compatriots good-humoredly. They’re so carefree, he thought.



They have no ambitions. They’re easily satisfied. They won’t ever distress themselves over their low station in life or obsess over matters of state.



Someone, drunk, vomited all over the ground; someone was shamelessly refusing to drink, and the others forced him down and poured the wine down his throat. They let him go afterwards, laughing at his drunken antics.



Why couldn’t he lose himself in such uncomplicated happiness?



Really, amongst them, he counted as one of the fortunate few. You’re a lucky one! A three hundred bushel rank right off! didn’t they say?



Ai, he should be content. What was the point of complicating things for himself, secretly exhausting himself over maps and plans?



So that, one day, all the world would know his name?



But would that day really come? If he couldn’t find a good road between here and Qin, all his planning would go to waste!



Maybe his quest could only end in vain.



He looked at the corner of the barracks where he’d set Dust-cross.



---------------



Notes:



Here's a map of the Eighteen Kingdoms that Xiang Yu created, courtesy of Wikipedia. The state/kingdom I'm referring to as Hann is the dark purple one.






All three of the Heroes of the Early Han have been introduced by now! They're probably my favorite figures of this era, with so much potential for fictional adaptations: the brilliant nobleman-turned-assassin-turned-adviser; the scruffy, ambitious soldier; the living proof that a friend will bail you out of trouble, but a true friend will persuade the local magistrate to your side, nearly get killed for his troubles, finagle your way into leadership of a rebel army, and generally put up with far more crap than you deserve. If anyone knows of a good work of historical fiction featuring them, I could use recommendations.






.
[1] A tripod, or tripod cauldron, is a type of ancient Chinese ritual vessel modeled after an everyday food vessel.






[2] "Nine Provinces" is used to describe the main territorial divisions 
of China during the earliest dynasties. Later, it became a term 
symbolizing China as a whole. 






[3] The legendary zhen bird is said to have poisonous feathers that can be steeped in wine to lend their poison to it.






[4] Zifang is Zhang Liang's style name, a courteous way to refer to someone of similar or lower status.






[5] When Xiang Yu was assigning titles and territory, he divided the land 
that formerly made up the state of Qin amongst the three Qin generals 
who surrendered to him after Julu. Zhang Han became King of Yong, Sima 
Xin became King of Sai, and Dong Yi became King of Zhai. These three 
kingdoms are collectively known as the Three Qins.






[6] Sun Bin was a famous military strategist of the Warring States Period. 
After a jealous friend framed him for treason, the King of Wei ordered 
him crippled by removing his kneecaps. Sun Bin eventually fled Wei and 
rose to prominence serving the state of Qi. He would eventually avenge 
himself against Wei and the friend who betrayed him at the Battle of 
Maling.






[7] At that time, promotion or demotion across different areas of the 
government, each with their own rank system, was determined by the 
salary (in grain) associated with the rank.






[8] Shangzao was originally a civilian rank in the state of Qin, created 
during Lord Shang's Legalist reformations to reward military merit, but 
was adopted into the Han rank structure. The second lowest out of more 
than twenty ranks, a shangzao could still be recruited into corvees. The
 rank came with a small amount of property, but one would suppose that 
didn't count for much when one was in an army camp.






[9] The city of Nanzheng, located in Hanzhong, became Liu Bang's temporary capital. 






[10] Baoxie is the name of the steep valley linking Qin and Shu that the plankway passes through.
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The sword was power, power an arm’s reach away, the power he’d once craved. But if he couldn’t get this army out of the passes, then what use was it?




He sighed and stood, preparing to leave and walk off his low spirits.






Nearby, another man passed out, drunk.






Someone turned towards him and yelled: “Han Xin, how about you take Li Yang’s place? He can’t get up!”






Han Xin said: “I don’t know the rules.”






“You’re joking! Who doesn’t know how to play liubo[1] in this day and age?”






Several of the others joined in: “Right! You’re so quick with the accounts normally. How could you not know how to play?”






“Hey! Don’t... don’t ruin the night for us! We nee...need another player.”






“We’re only gambling with wine, not money. We’re not breaking any rules. What are you scared of?”






Han Xin said: “I really don’t know how to play. You can find someone else.”






A few of the others came over and forcibly dragged him towards the game.






“Hey, help us out, we’re all friends here! It’s pitch dark outside--where are we supposed to find someone else? Come! You’re so smart, you’ll figure out the rules at a glance. Oh, pick one: zhishi, qianyu, dama. We won’t make you drink for the first three rounds you lose.”






They shoved Han Xin down by the game board.



[bookmark: more]




He truly didn’t know the rules, and this was a game of chance, not strategy. He kept getting low rolls, one after the other, and before long they’d forced him a couple dozen cups. The wine was cheap and viciously strong; Han Xin could feel his head beginning to spin.






Someone, already flushed red from face to neck, said: “Han... Han Xin, you don’t look... look like an idiot. So why do you pl...play like an amateur?”






Han Xin said: “I’m not playing like an amt... amateur. I just don’t... don’t like t’ play.”






Another player laughed. “Oh, stop being so defensive! An amateur is an amateur. You can’t win if you played for all your lifetime.”






Han Xin lost again; the other players held him in place while they poured two more cups down his throat, splashing wine all over his neck and clothes. He sat up, wiping his chin with his sleeve. He felt even dizzier than before. “I’m n... not your match gambling at liubo, but when it comes t’ gam... gambling for all under heaven, none can match... match me.






The crowd roared with laughter.






“Gambling for all under heaven? Never... never heard of it. Who are you gambling against? King Xiang?”






Han Xin slurred: “What’s King X...Xiang worth? One game... one game, and he’ll lose his shr...shirt! He’ll hang... hang himself from shame.”






Again, the crowd laughed.






Someone else asked: “Wh...What about our King of Han?”






Han Xin eyed him slantwise. “I... I won’t gamble with him.”






“Why? Oh-- you know... you know you can’t win agag... against our king. You’re af... afraid!”






Han Xin said: “Who... who are you calling ‘f... afraid? No... no one can go against me, not ev... even the King of Han. I just don’t want t’ play against a sore... a sore loser. ‘Motherfucker,’ he’ll say, ‘I... I didn’t get a good grip last time, it d... doesn’t count!’ “






The crowd laughed even louder this time. It was common knowledge that the King of Han loved gambling and hated losing, and would shamelessly make excuses for every loss.






Han Xin giggled drunkenly with them. Another player asked him something else; he answered, still giggling, although he wasn’t quite sure what he was saying anymore. His body felt lighter and lighter even as his head felt heavier and heavier, and the crowd’s laughter got louder and louder, until he finally drifted off, unconscious.






When he woke, he found himself bound in rope and slated for execution.






His crime was simple: sedition.






He had little room to defend himself and no intention of trying to figure out who tattled. All those people had heard him mock the Hegemon-King of Chu and the King of Han. He was going to conquer all under heaven, make himself supreme king. That sort of terrible boast, even voiced while drunk, deserved execution. He could acknowledge that much. 






He’d thought about dying before, even if he’d never imagined he’d die like this. If he met an unnatural death, he’d thought, it would be on the battlefield, or in a treacherous court, or from an assassin’s dagger.






What sort of death was this? Kneeling on the execution platform, trussed up like a pig, all for the sake of a few drunken words. He thought it funny, but couldn’t bring himself to laugh.






Laughter couldn’t save him. The sun crawled up the sky, inch by inch. Once the hour arrived and his head hit the floor, it would be all over.






He could calmly face the barbed selfishness of the petty, calmly face humiliation at the hands of the town bully, calmly face Xiang Yu’s insults and mockery, because he knew he’d prove his worth sooner or later. But he couldn’t calmly face death, because in death there was no more room to plan for the future.






Noon came, and the executions began.






One. Two. Three. The prisoners ahead of him in line were decapitated, one by one.






He suddenly felt a wave of terror. He wasn’t afraid of death itself, but this kind of death was such a waste-- he hadn’t the chance to display an iota of his abilities. How could he die like this?






What would future generations say?






No, future generations wouldn’t say anything. He was only a minor clerk, executed for violating military discipline. No one would bother to remember his name.






Ten. Eleven. Twelve. It was almost his turn.






His heart clenched. No! No! He couldn’t die like this! He had to live! He raised his head, frantically looking around.






Someone had once told him: at the worst crisis of his life, someone would help him. Who? Who?






A distant memory flashed across his mind like lightning. Ah! That strange conversation, that cold-eyed man in black, a second meeting to occur twelve years in the future... twelve years, twelve years, had it been twelve years? Had it? Where was the black-robed man? Where? Didn’t he need him to help his employer? Ah! That deal! He was willing! He was willing! He was willing to do anything, if the black-robed man would save his life. But where was he? Where?






Someone rode by, glancing in his general direction. It wasn’t the black-robed man, but a formidable-looking general: the Marquis of Zhaoping, Xiahou Ying.






Han Xin shouted: “If the King of Han wants to rule all under heaven, why is he killing his valiant men?”






Xiahou Ying reined in his horse and approached him.






Han Xin hissed a sigh of relief. He was saved!






---






Xiahou Ying had brought the startling young man to his own residence out of curiosity, no more. But once he started talking with him, curiosity turned to surprise, then respect.






“How many types of spies are there?”






“Five. They are: incidental agents, inner agents, double agents, death-bound agents, and returning agents.”






“What do you mean by incidental agent?”






“Recruiting natives of an enemy state to supply us with information.”






“Inner agent?”






“Recruiting members of the enemy court to supply us with information.”






“Double agent?”






“Recruiting enemy agents for our own use.”






“Death-bound agents?”






“Agents meant to be captured by the enemy, providing misinformation at the cost of their lives.”






“Returning agents?”






“Agents meant to scout out the enemy and return alive to report.”






“How do you employ each type of spy?”






After a full night and day of discussion, Xiahou Ying rubbed his hands together enthusiastically. “I’m going straight to the king! You wait here. He’ll definitely give you a high post.” With that said, he hurried off.






The King of Han was in his palace, but he was busy.






Busy watching a cockfight.






“Up! Up! Stupid Bronze-Comb, are you sick? Up!” the King of Han hopped and shouted.






Xiahou Ying counted as an old friend of the King of Han’s, and was therefore allowed to briefly interrupt during such busy circumstances.






The King of Han kept his eyes fixed on the cockfight, only halfheartedly listening to Xiahou Ying’s introductions. “Give him a promotion, then. What’s his current rank?”






Xiahou Ying said: “Granary clerk.”






The King of Han said: “Make him Quartermaster, then!”






“Your Highness, Han Xin isn’t an ordinary...”






The King of Han leapt up. “Quick! Quick!” he yelled. “Peck his head! Good! Now kick! Right, be careful...”






Xiahou Ying stared at the King of Han. He prepared to say something, but, in the end, could only retreat.






--






When Xiahou Ying apologetically told Han Xin his new job, Han Xin only smiled.






What could he do but smile? The post of Quartermaster was a thousand bushel rank, a lofty promotion. What did he have to complain about?






Not long ago, his compatriots had looked admiringly upon his rank of granary clerk. He knew this stroke of good fortune would have them congratulating him for another year.






Thus he assumed the duties of a Quartermaster, though he greeted the work without much enthusiasm.






The one benefit to his promotion was that it allowed him access to the Chancellor’s archive collection for research. Chancellor Xiao He had swept the Qin palaces in Xianyang for documents and resources; they now rested in a spare residence, unvisited.






Han Xin found the Archives Keeper and asked him for permission to enter.






Zhang Cang, the Archives Keeper, was a tall, ivory-skinned man with the air of a keen scholar. Han Xin had heard that he used to be an Imperial Censor for the Qin Dynasty, well-versed in law and literature. Xiao He had chosen him to manage the Chancellor’s Archives for his experience.






“We get few visitors, officer,” Zhang Cang said as he unlocked the door. “Not even Chancellor Xiao shows much interest at these anymore.”






Han Xin said: “But didn’t the Chancellor collect these himself?”






Zhang Cang said: “Yes, but what use are they now? Trapped in this...” Zhang Cang swung the door open and walked in. “...this accursed land with no escape to be found between heaven and earth. They can only go to waste.”






Han Xin followed him in. Standing in the room, looking at the countless silk documents and bamboo scrolls stacked almost to the ceiling in each direction, an unfamiliar feeling welled up in his heart. Here rested the most valuable military and governmental resources under heaven: all the regions’ important strongholds, population, resources, fortification strength, wealth... standing here, he could almost feel the heartbeat of the once-mighty empire. And yet these priceless documents had been carelessly piled here to gather dust.






“What are you looking for?” Zhang Cang’s question interrupted his thoughts.






“Maps,” Han Xin said.






Zhang Cang said: “Mm, maps... here. Of what location? These cover the east, these cover the southeast...”






Han Xin said: “I want maps of the southwest.”






“The southwest?” Zhang Cang turned his head. “Maps of the southwest, officer?”






“Yes,” said Han Xin.






Zhang Cang looked thoughtfully at Han Xin. “If you’re here to look for a path back to Guanzhong on behalf of the King of Han, I can only suggest that you not waste the time.”






Han Xin asked: “Why?”






Zhang Cang said: “It’s useless. Chancellor Xiao has been looking long before you. He’s given up long before now. He’s currently trying to figure out how to repair the plankway.”






Han Xin shook his head. “That’s not the way to go about it. Give me the maps. I’ll take another look.”






Zhang Cang sighed and pulled two rolled-up silk maps off a wooden shelf. “This is The Terrain of Guanzhong, and this is Map of the Bao Valley Region. You can match up the two.”






Han Xin spread the maps over a table and began to examine them inch by inch.






Zhang Cang watched him for a while, then shook his head and picked up a duster. He walked to one side to dust the scrolls, taking the opportunity to organize.






Han Xin pored over the maps for an hour before he rolled them up and returned them to Zhang Cang.






“So?” Zhang Cang asked.






Han Xin said: “You’re right. There’s nothing.”






“Of course not,” Zhang Cang said. “If there were a way out, would we still all be here? King Xiang has returned to Pengcheng; this would be an excellent opportunity to attack the Three Qins.”






Han Xin couldn’t help but glance at Zhang Cang; this minor official showed considerable insight. He wanted to talk more with him, but after some thought, decided to keep silent.






What would be the point? With his current status, he was hardly in a place to think about recruitment.






That thought in mind, Han Xin walked along the rows of shelves, drawing out a few scrolls to read at random, then returning them to their places. A few more steps brought him to a row of towering shelves filled with picture scrolls.






“What are these? Are they also maps?” Han Xin asked, unrolling the silk closest to hand, only to find a portrait.






Zhang Cang said: “These are probably the most useless things here-- the Qin government’s old wanted posters. I’d told the Chancellor to clear these away, but he didn’t want to bother and left them to me. Look at them! How am I supposed to move all these without help? So I kept them where they were.”






Han Xin pulled another portrait out at random. “Why are they useless? These people have all committed crimes. When peace is re-established, we still might need these to investigate!”






“Hah!” Zhang Cang said. “Committed crimes? No one ended up in the palace archives for stealing chickens! Of these, nine out of ten are portraits of the old nobility of the six states, who went into hiding after their states fell. Twenty years later, the wheel’s turned back ‘round again. Qin is no more, and these people have returned to power. Kings, lords-- a more spectacular showing than before, even. They’d throw hissy fits if they found out we still have their wanted posters.”






Han Xin nodded. “True.”






“Not to mention, most of these are just to keep up appearances,” Zhang Cang continued. “Completely useless in practice. Have you heard that story about Zhang Er and Chen Yu?”






Han Xin said: “No, what’s it about?”






Zhang Cang said: “These two used to be famous ministers of Wei; even the First Emperor had heard of them. After their state fell, they naturally ended up on the wanted list. The price on Zhang Er’s head was a thousand gold, five hundred on Chen Yu’s. They went into hiding in Chen County-- changed their names, even managed to find themselves jobs as city gatekeepers. Then the government sent in their warrants and images. Guess, what did they do next?”






“Hide for the time being, surely?”






“Hide?” Zhang Cang didn’t quite succeed in hiding his mirth. “They went door to door with their notifications and portraits, warning the locals them to keep an eye out for these two ‘wanted criminals!’”






“They dared to do that?” Han Xin said, surprised.






Zhang Cang smiled. “It was hardly a matter of daring. Their portraits looked nothing like them! Eyes and noses in the wrong places-- what was there to fear?”






“Surely they weren’t that bad,” Han Xin said, laughing. “Are the palace artists so unskilled?”






Zhang Cang said: “The fault didn’t lie with the artists. Their job was truly too difficult. Imagine having to piece together the face of someone you’ve never seen from scraps of secondhand hearsay. The old nobility of the six states had plenty of sympathizers among their people, too. Some witnesses purposefully gave the officials faulty descriptions to throw the portraits off further.”






Han Xin raised an eyebrow. “If the pictures were so inaccurate, then why bother having them in the first place?”






Zhang Cang said: “They weren’t always inaccurate. Those whom the Qin court had seen before-- like the royal hostages we kept from the other states-- had portraits fairly close to life. And some were already famed for their appearances; the artists could capture their impressions well enough. Take Zhang Liang, a man famed for looking like a woman. How many others under heaven could fit the description? You could draw a good likeness from that alone.”






Han Xin nodded. Judging others on superficials costs you Ziyi.[2] That saying fit Zhang Liang perfectly. Few anticipated the fearless, crafty strategist that lay behind features as delicate as a maiden’s. His distinctive face had forced him to go into hiding for years after Bolang Sands, fleeing west and east. “Yes, Zifang must go through a lot of suffering for his appearance,” Han Xin sighed.






Zhang Cang stared at Han Xin, noticing that he’d used Zhang Liang’s style name. He’d read this new Quartermaster’s records; he’d only been a Halberd-Bearer in King Xiang’s camp, and had held no previous rank higher than granary clerk under the King of Han. How had he ended up on familiar terms with the famed Zhang Liang?






Han Xin noticed the surprise on Zhang Cang’s face and regretted his slip of the tongue. He wanted to think of himself as open with his past, but at the same time, he’d decided he didn’t want to reveal his deal with Zhang Liang yet. To change the subject, he continued his inspection of the shelves’ contents. The portraits on the shelves became sparser as he went on, even as their protective wrappings grew. He supposed they were of increasingly important personages. He took out a few and saw his suspicions confirmed: all dukes and princes, with bounties of thousands of gold pieces upon their heads.






The shelf at the end of the row was completely empty from floor to ceiling but for a wooden chest in the corner, its paint and gilt faded. “What’s in this? Another portrait?” He reached for a chest.






Zhang Cang slammed his hand down on the chest. “Officer,” Zhang Cang said, his voice odd. “Don’t look!”






Han Xin turned to look at him in surprise. “Why? What’s in there?”






Zhang Cang said: “A... a portrait.”






“So?” Han Xin laughed. “Whose image do you have to be so secretive about, especially now that Qin has fallen? Open the chest and let me see!”






Zhang Cang said: “No! Officer, listen to me, don’t look.”






Stranger and stranger, Han Xin thought. “Why?”






“Because... because he isn’t a person, but a demon.”






Han Xin said: “What?”






Zhang Cang looked straight ahead. “He’s a demon, a demon in the flesh,” he said, voice filled with a peculiar mixture of fear and loathing. “He brings a terrible curse. I... I don’t want to see him again, not even his picture. I’d wanted to burn it, before, but I didn’t dare in the end. He has the power of gods, and I feared that even his image held darkness...”






Han Xin watched Zhang Cang carefully. The laughing, knowledgeable scholar of a moment ago seemed like a completely different person from the pale, fearful man that stood before him now.






A thought surfaced in Han Xin’s mind. “‘He?’ What’s his name?”






Zhang Cang said: “No, I... I don’t want to speak of him--”






“What’s his name?”






“Officer, don’t ask me this--”






“Tell me,” Han Xin said, “what’s his name?”






Zhang Cang raised his head in astonishment. Han Xin looked back at him, and there was steel in his eyes.






“No one knows his real name,” Zhang Cang said with difficulty. He swallowed. “He used a pseudonym. He called himself the Gentleman of the East Sea.”






---






In the inner chambers of the Quartermaster’s residence, Han Xin sat before his desk, upon which rested the faded gilt chest.






He hadn’t opened it yet. Its key lay in his hand, given to him by Zhang Cang.






If you insist on looking, Zhang Cang had said earnestly, do it, then forget about it afterwards. Officer, believe me, that demon truly brings ill fortune.






Truly? Was this mysterious occultist truly so terrifying? Had he truly driven the First Emperor to negligence and madness? Was it truly his doing behind the empire’s fall?






He’d never been a believer in ghosts and gods. When he’d heard Zhong Xiu’s strange story, he’d considered the events nothing more than a clever scam. That occultist could trick the First Emperor, trick Zhong Xiu, even trick his master Wei Liao, but he certainly couldn’t trick him. He believed that, with enough resources, he could find the flaw in this charlatan’s act and pierce through his illusions. Of course, Xiang Yu had looted and burned Xianyang to ruins soon afterwards, destroying any clues that may have remained. Han Xin had thought that the truth would remain forever buried underneath the palace ruins.






Events played out contrary to his expectations, as if the will of heaven had somehow, nebulously, arranged them into place. A few months later, in isolated Nanzheng, he would once again approach the truth.






The opportunity came so quickly, so easily, it caught him unprepared. The gilt chest sat right in front of him, its painted patterns of birds and swirling clouds still crisp and intricate, if faded in color. The motifs were common to many palace objects, but at that moment, they seemed unearthly.






Maybe the truth lay in this chest. He held the power to access it his hand. No matter how powerful that occultist was, he couldn’t make this chest vanish into thin air, surely? And yet he found himself unwilling to act.






Why? Deep down, was he starting to believe in that Gentleman of the East Sea’s tricks too?






No! Definitely not! He’d never feared the so-called supernatural. He was calm, logical, firm in his belief that human intelligence could unravel all mysteries in the end. What was he afraid of?






He didn’t know.






At last, he slotted the key into the chest’s keyhole and carefully turned it.






The lock opened with a soft “ta”. He raised the lid.






In the chest was a silk painting, folded crisply. He could tell from a glance that the material was of the very highest quality, its luster and texture better than that of the silks he’d seen in the archives.






He reached for the painting. After a moment of hesitation, he pulled it out and spread it onto his desk.






It was a full-body picture, exquisitely true to life: a black-robed man, thin-faced, exuding an air of world-weary indifference. His cold eyes seemed to stare out of the picture to meet Han Xin’s gaze.






He licked his lips. His hands and feet felt like ice.






If you insist on looking, Zhang Cang had said earnestly, do it, then forget about it afterwards. Officer, believe me, that demon truly brings ill fortune.






Late, too late, he could never forget this man. The Gentleman of the East Sea was no other than the Guest of Canghai.






---






Chancellor Xiao He found the new Quartermaster highly unsatisfactory. 






The young man showed no respect for his important position of Quartermaster. He wore a permanent expression of unenthusiasm, constantly arrived late to meetings, never paid attention during discussions-- in fact, at times, he would close his eyes and pretend to sleep.






He endured for as long as he could, but even his patience eventually ran out. He summoned the young man to his office and gave him a stern lecture.






Han Xin listened in silence. When Xiao He was done, he said: “Chancellor, can you tell your humble subordinate where he has failed in his duties?”






“With your attitude, how could you not have?” Xiao He was truly angry now. “Very well, I’ll find some examples for your benefit!”






Xiao He threw open the army supply ledgers. How hard would it be to find a mistake? He’d originally worked as a government clerk himself; he knew every loophole and sloppy shortcut in the book.






He’d never met a young man so unaware of whom he was facing!






Halfway through the ledgers, Xiao He looked up at Han Xin, surprised.






The young man still stood there with that expression of unenthusiasm. Head lowered, he was idly cleaning his nails.






Xiao He lowered his head and read on more carefully.






When he was done, Xiao He couldn’t believe his eyes. He returned to the first ledger to double-check.






He read on even more slowly this time.






And slowly, he finished his second readthrough.






Xiao He raised his head, looking at Han Xin in astonishment.






He’d never seen anyone so capable in his duties! The Han army’s supply system had always been a tangled mess, and experienced men had proved unable to manage it successfully. And yet the indolent young man in front of him had sorted everything out irreproachably in less than twenty days. He couldn’t find a single faulty number. How did he do it?






Han Xin, observing Xiao He’s silence, said: “If you have no other business, Chancellor, your humble subordinate will leave now.”






“Wait.” After a moment of hesitation, Xiao He continued: “Sit down, I... have things to discuss with you.”






Han Xin obeyed with a small smile.



-----------------------------------------------------------------------------



Historically, Han Xin really was saved from execution that way. It almost makes you believe in the gambler's fallacy.



Also, only two footnotes this time! 



[1] Liubo was a highly popular board game in ancient China around this time. According to archaeological evidence, there may, in fact, have been a drinking game version with special dice and everything. Eventually, it was displaced by go.



[2] Ziyu was a talented but ugly young man who lived during the Spring and 
Autumn Period. He admired Confucius's teachings and wished to study 
under him. Confucius disliked him because of his ugliness and only taught
 him halfheartedly, and Ziyu soon left, disappointed. After Ziyu made 
his way in the world on his own, Confucius came to regret judging him by
 appearances. 









[bookmark: comments]
No comments:










[bookmark: comment-form]
Post a Comment
















[bookmark: links]














    

    
        Han Xin V

        [bookmark: 1102030545609068451]

Han Xin V










Xiao He sized up Han Xin suspiciously. Slowly, he said: ‘I heard from Xiahou Ying that you know every tome on military strategy forwards and back, is that correct?”






Han Xin smiled at that. That day, Xiahou Ying had used every military book he owned to test him: Six Secret Teachings, The Sima’s Methods, The Art of War, Wuzi, even the obscure and tangential Guiguzi. None of them had posed any challenge, and Xiahou Ying, overjoyed, had hurried to the palace to recommend him. Of course, that sort of test was laughable, and Han Xin had never regarded his knowledge as any true qualification for command. “To a general, the important thing isn’t memorizing books of military strategy,” he said, “but flexibly employing the principles behind the strategy in battle to attain victory.”






Xiao He took notice. “Please go into more detail,” he said, more respectfully.






Han Xin said: “Of the would-be generals of today, plenty can recite The Art of War by memory, but how many have achieved Sun Zi’s success in battle? In the end, their devotion to strategy ends at their tongue. They still rely on brute force on the battlefield instead of tactics and planning.






Xiao He nodded. “Yes, I’ve noticed it too. But why? If strategy is so effective, then why don’t people use it?”






Han Xin said: “There are two situations. The first occurs when the reader utterly fails to understand what he’s read. Some memorize The Art of War only to show off, when, in reality, they don’t understand a single sentence of it. In that case, how can they hope to apply it to the real world? The second occurs when the reader only partially understands what he’s read. All the very best strategies are widely used, and things widely used are often the most simple. Some take that at surface value and believe these strategies to be worthless prattle. They content themselves with a shallow assumption and never bother to look beyond. Isn’t Xiang Yu this way?”






Xiao He frowned. “I agree with your other points, but I can’t agree with your assessment of Xiang Yu. From the beginning, he’s never lost a battle or retreated in a campaign. This is common knowledge. Not to mention Julu, where he shocked everyone with his victory against a much more powerful enemy. He led the other lords to destroy the mighty Qin Empire in only two years! How can you dismiss his understanding of military strategy?”
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Han Xin could only smile. So many people held that misconception about Xiang Yu; ever since he deserted the Chu army and came to Han, King Xiang’s many admirers had constantly approached him, wishing to hear more about their legendary hero. He sighed and explained patiently: “Xiang Yu didn’t destroy the Qin; its own rulers did. The First Emperor was cruel and brutal; the Second Emperor was incompetent, his laws harsh and his taxes heavy. Discontent had built up amongst the people like dry tinder-- one spark could set the land ablaze. Then Chen Sheng rose in rebellion, and most of the east followed him. He may have failed to take Xianyang, but he’d pushed Qin to the brink of toppling. To finish the job in these conditions wouldn’t take much skill. That’s why even someone as shortsighted as Xiang Yu could succeed. What’s so impressive about his victories? If he slew a giant, it was a giant already diseased to its marrow.”






As he spoke, a thought came to Han Xin.






Why had the once-mighty Qin Dynasty decayed so quickly from the inside? This wasn’t normal. What dynasty before it had gone from rise to fall in so short a time? Did that mysterious Gentleman of the East Sea-- whom he’d known as the Guest of Canghai-- truly engineer it? If so, what for? How would a land in chaos benefit him? And what was that deal from twelve years ago for? Was there some connection between it all...






Xiao He didn’t notice Han Xin’s inner speculation, too caught up in his words. He’d never heard an analysis of the situation anything like it. Fascinated and impressed, he urged Han Xin to continue.






Afterwards, they discussed army management. Afterwards, they discussed governance...






When their discussion at last concluded, long after the sun had set, Xiao He couldn’t contain his delight. “With a talent like you under our kingdom’s employ, what do we have to fear? I’m going to the palace to see His Highness!”






Xiao He enthusiastically hurried off. Han Xin watched his silhouette, shaking his head. He sighed. It won’t be of any use.






Xiao He had reacted the same way Xiahou Ying did after their conversation, and he knew it would accomplish equally little.






The King of Han had despaired of returning east. He’d long since dropped any pretense of being a virtuous ruler in search of talents to promote. He wouldn’t show a bit of interest if Han Xin were Guan or Yue reborn.[1]






---






“Old Xiao, can’t you shut it already?” The King of Han stood with one foot on the table, throwing down his dice without bothering to lift his head. “I don’t want to promote him! Isn’t the rank of Quartermaster after three months enough? I’m stuck in this shithole and no one’s there to promote me... ai, whose turn is it? Keep playing!”






Xiao He said: “Your Highness, he has ten times my ability. Having him count bushels and write ledgers is a waste of his talents--”






“What talents? Haven’t you heard the story of how he crawled under someone’s crotch while he was in Huaiyin? And you’re asking me to promote him? I’ll be shamed by extension!” The King of Han grabbed the dice and threw them again. “Bah! Just your talk of him has ruined my luck! Can’t you leave me alone?”






“Your Highness, I’ve seen him,” Xiao He said. “His ideas are original and deep. If he endured humiliation, it was because he saw the greater picture and didn’t consider it worth his while to defend his honor from a small-town lout. Besides--”






“Are you still not done yet?” The King of Han slammed down his bet and straightened. “I’m warning you: from now on, don’t talk to me about that brat!” he snarled. “If you bother me again, I’ll have you locked into the animal pens, where you can promote him to the pigs!” Threat given, he dove headlong back into the throng of fellow gamblers. “What are you looking at? Keep playing!” 






Xiao He could only stare at his king, stunned.






---






In frustration, even saints tear off their masks without hesitation and reveal their hidden inner natures. 






Perhaps the loyal, good-natured Xiao He didn’t realize this, but Han Xin knew it well.






For that reason, he didn’t plan to wait any longer.






He was still young, and needed to escape this mountain-bound little kingdom while he still had the energy for such a long, harsh journey.






He straightened out his affairs, left a letter of farewell next to Dust-cross, and rode away on the horse he came here on.






But where should he go next? He considered this as he rode.






With his sharp eyes, he’d seen early on that the current most powerful force under heaven was the Hegemon-King of Chu, Xiang Yu; while the force with the greatest potential for growth was the King of Han, Liu Bang. The rest couldn’t compare. Now, he’d deserted Xiang Yu and fled Liu Bang. The land was vast, but where could he seek refuge?






He didn’t know, truly didn’t know.






Leave! Leave first and plan the rest later.






On horseback, he crossed the rough mountainside forests. The sky was dark, and from every direction came strange bird-cries and the howl of wolves. Wind moaned through the steep-sided valleys, at times high, at times low, at times a roar, at times a thin whisper, as if it were the chill voice of ghosts wandering in the wilderness.






None of it could stop him. He urged his horse forward. 






Until a river cut across his path.






The river wasn’t wide, but its waters surged with abnormal speed. He saw that it extended to either side of him, like a vast python, with no end in sight upstream or downstream. It tossed and roared, as if to flaunt its impassibility.






He could only stare.






When he’d come here, this had been a gentle, shallow stream. Cold Creek, the locals called it. The water had indeed held a hint of chill, pleasant for drinking. But how had it turned so treacherous and terrible? He only now remembered-- there had been a storm two days ago!






For all his calculation and planning, he’d failed to anticipate that this mountain stream would flood. Now what? He couldn’t advance and couldn’t retreat.






His horse, receiving no orders from its master, idly pawed at the ground.






The river tumbled endlessly on under the hazy moonlight. Distractedly, he thought of the first days of the rebellion, the rise of all the heroes of the land to arms.






He’d been so confident then! His vow to his master had run its course, he’d thought, and the time had arrived for him to employ his talents.






Ah, he’d truly been too idealistic.






Time passed, day flowing into day, and his initial hot-blooded joy slowly cooled. His enthusiasm faded, but the petty drudgery of his existence remained constant. And his pain only sharpened with the old empire’s fall. Before then, he’d had nothing to compare himself with, no way of knowing his own worth. But now, he could see only too clearly that no one in this era was his match. All those opportunistic new lords and kings relied on nothing but brute force, knew nothing of finesse or strategy. Their battle plans were crude, laughable child’s play to him. He could destroy them in one blow. With an army of modest size and tolerable training, he could sweep the land clean. The problem was, where could he get even a second- or third-rate army?






If he were a princeling from one of the six fallen states, he could use the prestige his name to recruit local loyalists. If he belonged to one of the great clans, he could draw upon its influence to gather warriors. If he held a government position, he could raise an army under its name.






But he had none of that. He had nothing. He was a common-born, penniless peasant with no background. His pride had even kept him from currying favor with the local gangs. He was completely alone in this world, and because of it, completely cut off from any chance at authority.






Oh, talent? What was talent worth? If he were willing to flatter and ingratiate, he could get his hands on a few scraps of power regardless of talent. If he were unwilling, no amount of talent could save him.






He was like a peerless swordsman watching talentless show-offs earn the adulations of the crowd with a few clumsy tricks, unable to join in himself and show them what swordmanship was really like because he had no sword.






Did he truly have no sword?






No, not truly. He’d had one, and its name was Dust-cross. That had been a good sword. It was power, power second only to one and above ten thousand. It had been handed to him, but he didn’t want it.






No, he’d wanted it, but knew it was useless even if he had it.






What could he have done with the power?






Fix the plankways and use them to invade the Three Qins?






As if! Such a vast and slow undertaking would give Zhang Han and the rest more than enough time to catch on and fortify their end of the valley, then wait for him to throw himself into their trap.






And yet, it was the only way. He’d thought about it before; if it truly came to that, he would strain himself to the limits of his abilities to minimize casualties: sowing dissent amongst the enemy, false surrenders, bribes, alliances... every tactic he knew. But there was a limit to what any human could do. No amount of ability could change the ruthless facts of geography.






Battles, in the end, came to physical clashes. He couldn’t use intelligence alone to allow a toddler to knock down a warrior.






Maybe he could still make it to Guanzhong at the cost of horrific casualties, but he was unwilling to resort to that. His master had taught him that war was an art, and winning without fighting was the greatest triumph one could achieve. A victory won with a mountain of corpses was any true general’s shame. Using such methods to conquer the land left foundations that doomed the whole edifice to fall sooner or later.






Even if he were willing, the King of Han lacked the patience. To the fifty-odd year old King of Han, the necessary preparations before such an advance would take too long. He would rather stay in his little kingdom and pass the remainder of his life in peace.






He felt as if some great, invisible hand were pressing him down, blocking every opening that fate gave him, trying to smother the ambition in his heart.






All his effort had come to naught. Every road he’d seized led to failure, and he couldn’t blame anyone for it.






Could he blame Xiang Yu for rejecting his suggestions? Xiang Yu had already done things his own way, and was vindicated by his successes. Why should Xiang Yu have listened to him?






Could he blame Liu Bang for lacking sufficient ambition? Who was willing to spend his entire life fighting for some nebulous goal he might not even live to see?






Could he blame Zhang Liang for advising that the plankway be burned? That had been the only option; doing anything else could very likely have doomed the King of Han to utter destruction.






Ah, no one could be held responsible for his failures. Maybe the only one at fault was he himself. Maybe he’d been delusional from the start, maybe he simply didn’t deserve it all, maybe he’d never been anything like the person he imagined himself to be... ah! No! No! He couldn’t think like this. The only thing that had sustained him all these years, kept him living on in this pleasureless existence, was that iron belief in the core of his heart. Belief in his abilities, belief that his abilities would one day bring him triumph. If he dismissed that belief as illusion, what did he have left to live for? What had he endured everything for?






Ah! Face reality already! he told himself. Look at all the chances that heaven had granted him: he’d bemoaned that his abilities would find no use in a time of peace, and then the empire fell into chaos; he’d held Xiang Yu in contempt for his shortsightedness, and then he found Liu Bang; he’d thought it impossible to advance in the ranks, and Zhang Liang had given him Dust-cross... yet, despite it all, he’d accomplished nothing.






It was he, in the end, who was useless! He’d wasted one opportunity after the other, and still sighed of an era not meant for him. Such a pathetic excuse! Who didn’t struggle in this era of chaos? Why did so many others succeed while he, alone, failed?






Give up, give up, stop scrabbling for excuses to live, stop drowning in your fantasies of greatness, reality mocks your airy dreams! Bury your broken delusions beside your worthless life in this desolate wilderness, in the endless waves.






He smiled a little, wretchedly, and urged his horse forward. But the horse stopped after a few steps, refusing to move.






He dismounted, stroking his horse’s thin, bony back.






Did this weathered old horse still crave life?






Of course. Even ants craved life, never mind horses, a hundred times more intelligent than ants. Never mind men, a hundred times more intelligent than horses.






From the moment he came to this world, he had never experienced a single day of true happiness. Why should he end his pathetic life yet?






He did have talent! His master’s wariness proved it, Fan Zeng’s desire to kill him proved it, Zhang Liang’s trust proved it, Xiahou Ying and Xiao He’s wholehearted recommendations proved it... how could he ignore them all?






But he had too few things to live for! In this unsympathetic world, he’d never felt any joy at living. All he’d endured were unspeakable humiliations. His extraordinary intelligence brought him nothing but sharper awareness of his pain. Ai, to hold jewels in an era of chaos that couldn’t appreciate it-- was it all that could be expected, or his misfortune?






“Have you despaired?” The voice came from behind him. Han Xin turned.






It was the thin, cold-eyed man in black: on the banks of Huaiyin’s creek, he’d called himself the Guest of Canghai; in the palace of the First Emperor, he’d called himself the Gentleman of the East Sea; when Han Xin had needed him, he failed to come; now that Han Xin didn’t need him, he was here. Han Xin sighed. “Does it matter?”






The Guest of Canghai said: “Do you now believe my words from before?”






Han Xin said: “What words?”






The Guest of Canghai said patiently: “Twelve years later, you will meet with a difficulty that no mortal power can overcome, a crisis that will drive you to despair and doom your quest.”






Han Xin startled. From the start, he’d never taken this occultist seriously. But with that reminder, all his buried memories rushed to the surface of the mind. Suddenly, he found that all the things he’d mocked as impossible in the beginning had become reality-- “Young man, don’t vow such things so quickly. Who you are in the present isn’t necessarily who you’ll be in the future; what you decide in the present, too, is not necessarily what you’ll decide in the future.”






“What do you mean by that? The present me? The future me? Do you think you understand me better than I understand myself?”






“In the present, you believe that you hold your fate in your own hands. In the future, you will know what they mean by ‘the will of heaven is difficult to disobey...’“






“The will of heaven, the will of heaven,” Han Xin said, his voice tinged with melancholy. “If the will of heaven is so difficult to disobey, then what’s the point of bringing it up now?”






The Guest of Canghai said: “Twelve years ago, I told you: the will of gods can alter the will of heaven!”






Han Xin said: “No one can help me with this. It’s not something within the power of men--”






The Guest of Canghai said: “Not within the power of men, perhaps, but within the power of a god.”






Han Xin smiled uninterestedly.






The Guest of Canghai said: “You still don’t believe my master truly holds the power of a god?”






Han Xin turned, gazing towards the rushing waters of Cold Creek. He sighed quietly and said nothing.






The Guest of Canghai said: “You only need a passage, nothing more!”






Han Xin shivered and slowly turned his head. “What... what did you say?”






The Guest of Canghai said with calculated slowness: “With the plankways burned, the King of Han has no way to return east, and no use for your military abilities. This is why you have despaired, no? But in reality, the Baoxie plankway isn’t the only path between between Bashu and Qin!”






Han Xin could feel his heart speeding. “There’s more than one passage, true, but only the Baoxie plankway is suited for transporting an army. Tangluo Passage is a tangled mess, and Ziwu Passage is long and treacherous. Neither of them--”






The Guest of Canghai said: “No, there’s one more path.”






Han Xin stared blankly. “Another? No, there aren’t-- Ah! You mean Chencang Passage? That road has been abandoned for centuries. How can it still be useable? I don’t even know where it is.”






A cryptic smile flashed across the Guest of Canghai’s emotionless face. “What if my master can restore it?”






“You say... your master could... could...”






The Guest of Canghai said: “Yes, my master can restore Chencang Passage for you!”






No! Impossible! Don’t believe him! Han Xin told himself. He was only an occultist-- good for tricks and illusions, but hardly reliable for great matters of state!






The Guest of Canghai said: “So? Are you inclined to make this deal now?”






No! He couldn’t allow himself to be fooled!






But this was his only hope. Maybe his master truly could...






No! Absolutely not. He couldn’t do something so absurd, become a laughingstock for future generations...






In his heart, logic struggled against powerful temptation.






He faced the torrent of Cold Creek, slowly forcing down his surge of emotions. “Sorry, but I’m not interested.”






The Guest of Canghai seemed stunned. “What?”






Han Xin said: “I don’t believe any of what you’ve said! Not a word!”






The Guest of Canghai looked at him as if he were some bizarre and incongruous object. It took a long while before he spoke: “No wonder my master said you were different from everyone else! Any other person in your desperate position would have accepted even the most blatant scam, made themselves believe in it. But you insist on making yourself disbelieve an honest deal.”






Han Xin said: “You can say that, but I still don’t believe any of it.”






The Guest of Canghai said: “What proof do you require?”






Han Xin looked at Cold Creek, tumbling endlessly onwards through the night. He smiled and said: “Stop the flow of Cold Creek.”






The Guest of Canghai said: “Such a simple task?”






A thread of light, like a meteor, streaked across the sky above Cold Creek. Han Xin felt his field of vision violently lurch, and the constant background din of roaring water ceased as if cut with a knife. When he refocused his eyes, he saw that the raging torrents of just a moment ago had disappeared. All that was left were the rounded pebbles of the river bed, gleaming a little in the moonlight. He could still see a few slow rivulets of water in the crevices.






Han Xin couldn’t breathe. 






He abruptly turned his head. The Guest of Canghai said coolly: “See? This is the power of gods!”






Han Xin said: “No... impossible...”






“Nothing is impossible.” The Guest of Canghai’s voice remained as chilly as before. “Unreasonable events can happen at any moment. Don’t ever delude yourself into thinking you already know everything!”






A cold wind blew through the mountains, chilling him to the heart. The temperature seemed to have suddenly fallen.






Somewhere in the distance, wild pheasants cried: Luo! Luo! Luo! In the heavy darkness, the sounds became ineffably sinister.






Could this all be just illusion?






No, it was real. Immortality, that mysterious heart-searching mirror, the sudden destruction of an empire-- it was all real.






The proof had long been there, but he’d stubbornly refused to accept it! The masterful First Emperor, his brilliant teacher Wei Liao, the great scholar Zhong Xiu-- which of them was not a strong, willful hero among men? Which of them could be easily deceived? Which of them would have changed the course of their lives so without incontrovertible proof? Han Xin said, shaken: “How... how did you do it?”






The Guest of Canghai said: “Mere mortals cannot conjecture as to the workings of the divine. I only ask you this: Will you agree to the deal now?”






Han Xin said: “But your master... what does he want me to do in return?”






The Guest of Canghai paused to enunciate his next words as clearly as possible: “Move mountains. Fill in the sea.”






“What?” Han Xin said.






The Guest of Canghai said: “Yes, move mountains to fill in the sea.”






Han Xin said: “Why? Why do I need to fill in the sea?”






“I’ve already told you, mere mortals cannot conjecture as to the workings of the divine. Simply do as my god says.”






Maybe he was dreaming right now. Maybe he’d never left Nanzheng, never seen the Guest of Canghai, never watched as Cold Creek vanished mid-flow, never had this absolutely insane conversation. He was about to wake up, surely, and this senseless dream would end...






He heard his own voice say: “Impossible. The sea has no boundaries. The manpower of kingdoms wouldn’t be enough to fill them in.”






The Guest of Canghai said: “I didn’t say you had to fill in the whole sea. All you need to take care of is a portion of the Gulf of Bohai.”[2]






“How big a portion? How far from shore? How deep is the water there?” Heavens! He was carrying on this ridiculous conversation. Couldn’t it all end already?






“A portion two hundred feet in circumference, three hundred and seventy li from the shore,” the Guest of Canghai answered. “The water is about one hundred and fifty feet deep there. Really, you’re trying to construct a small island. To keep the structure stable, you’ll want a base twice as large as the section above water.”






Han Xin pondered for a moment, then said: “The shape would be similar to Qin Shihuang’s tomb mound at Li Mountain, right?” What was he saying? What was he going to do?






The Guest of Canghai nodded. “Yes, roughly the same, although the sides need to be steeper.”






Han Xin calculated the numbers in his head. “That’s too difficult. Qin Shihuang’s tomb mound was built on land and took advantage of the existing mountain, but it still took seven hundred thousand convict laborers more than twenty years to build. You’re asking me to pile up a similar mound in the middle of the sea. Just constructing a dike from there to shore would cost a fortune. Finishing the whole project is an undertaking of outrageous proportions.” Why was he seriously considering this absurd deal? Had this demon beguiled him?






He thought of Zhang Cang’s plea: Officer, believe me, that demon truly brings ill fortune.






He shivered.






Was he walking down the same road as Qin Shihuang?






The Guest of Canghai said: “There’s some level of difficulty involved, yes, but my master chose you partly because of this. You’re the greatest talent in this world. You have the necessary ability.”






Why not? Han Xin thought. Regardless of where this road leads, you might as well take it. You have no other roads left.






Han Xin said slowly: “Looks like your master is helping me purely for his own sake. If I can’t unify the land, I won’t have the resources to undertake such a massive building project.”






The Guest of Canghai didn’t try to dissemble. “Correct. But from your perspective, without my master’s help, you’ll never attain power. This deal is mutually beneficial.”






Han Xin said: “Mutually beneficial? I doubt it. This undertaking requires huge expenditure, enough to rock an empire’s very foundations. The day construction ends may very well be the day my regime is toppled. If I’m going to lose everything your master will help me gain, why should I agree to the deal?






The Guest of Canghai said: “You don’t need to worry about that. My master can make your government as unshakeable as Mount Tai.”






“How?” Han Xin asked.






The Guest of Canghai drew something out of his sleeve. “See this?” he said. “Use it.”






Han Xin squinted. Between the Guest of Canghai’s thumb and forefinger was a thin square of silvery-white material, about an inch on each side, covered with irregular lines and grooves. He couldn’t help but laugh. “This is supposed to stabilize my government?”






The Guest of Canghai showed no signs of joking. “Yes,” he said.






Han Xin said: “What do I use it for? Killing people? Or sacrificing to gods?”






Patiently, the Guest of Canghai said: “You can use it to monitor all under heaven!”






Han Xin said: “What... what did you say?”






“Have you heard of the Nine Tripods?” The Guest of Canghai asked.






“Yes, but what does this have to do with--”






“This is the heart of the Nine Tripods,” the Guest of Canghai said.






Han Xin said: “You claim... this... the heart of the Nine Tripods?”






The Guest of Canghai raised his face skywards. “Everyone knows that ‘he who holds the Nine Tripods holds all under heaven,’ but how many comprehend the true meaning of these words? Only the supreme rulers of each generation have known that the power of the Nine Tripods lies in its ability to spy on the Nine Provinces! But even they may not know: all of the Nine Tripods’ magic comes from this Tripod’s Heart!”






Han Xin could feel his head spinning. With difficulty, he managed to focus on the important points. “You say the Nine Tripods could... could monitor the Nine Provinces? But they say that the Great Yu of Xia forged it to represent the Nine Provinces. How... how--”






“Represent the Nine Provinces? Hah!” The Guest of Canghai snorted. “That brat Wenming is one formidable liar, to be able to fool everyone for eighteen hundred years with a piece of ridiculous propaganda. I’ll tell you, the Nine Tripods was made for surveillance! It could monitor anything and everything within those Nine Provinces-- Ji, Yan, Qing, Xu, Yang, Jing, Yu, Liang, Yong-- and show them as if they were in front of your very eyes. Things as vast as mountains and the flow of rivers, as small as birds and beasts and men, far and near-- it saw them all, and heard them all.”






Han Xin’s thoughts were in turmoil. Eventually, he said: “Wenming... who was he?”






The Guest of Canghai said: “You worship him as the Great Yu. As his elder, I call him by his given name, Wenming, by habit. He proclaimed he was the one who forged the Nine Tripods to symbolize the provinces? Laughable, that he claims he has the ability! The Nine Tripods was designed and forged by my master! He only provided the necessary metal.”






Han Xin said: “The Nine Tripods... it truly has such power?”






The Guest of Canghai said: “Haven’t you noticed that the lifespans of dynasties suddenly increased from Xia onward? Yu passed his kingdom to his sons, and their dynasty lasted four hundred years. Shang lasted five hundred years. Zhou lasted eight hundred. But do you mean to say the kings of Xia, Shang, and Zhou exceeded Yao and Shun in virtue?”






“How could it be this way?” Han Xin murmured. “This... was it really so?”






The Guest of Canghai said: “How could it not be? How many of the eighty or so kings of Xia, Shang, and Zhou were remotely competent, their founders aside? Do you really think they enjoyed power for so long because of their ability to rule? The real reason was their ability to spy on their people with the Nine Tripods!”






So. So this was the truth behind the Mandate of Heaven, the so-called divine protection of a rightful dynasty. This was the secret behind the corrupted regimes that nonetheless stood for centuries. Ah! No wonder everyone who saw the Nine Tripods had to die. No wonder the rulers had always hidden it so carefully. How could they allow their people to know the measures to which they stooped for the sake of power?






The Guest of Canghai said: “As of now, either Xiang Yu or Liu Bang holds the Nine Tripods, but without the Tripod’s Heart, it’s nothing more than a useless piece of metal! They won’t be able to figure out its real use, or even that they possess the Nine Tripods. Its shape is nothing like a tripod cauldron’s, you see. They called it a tripod because it needed to be hung over a fire like a tripod cauldron to power it. The Nine Tripods is large and bulky, and neither Xiang Yu nor Liu Bang realizes its importance; you’ll find it easily. Once you’re in power, seize it from them, whether by trickery or by force. Slot this Tripod’s heart in, and the world is yours. But do be prepared-- once the Nine Tripods is activated, shapes and people will appear out of it. Don’t panic or take them for demons. Some people become quite frightened their first time.”






That eunuch had said only two sentences about the Nine Tripods before his execution.






The first: The Nine Tripods isn’t a tripod.






The second: That thing draws ghosts to it.






“What does that mean?”






“I don’t know. I fear that no one living knows the meaning of those two sentences anymore.”






“Did everyone who’s seen the Nine Tripods really die afterwards? Besides the ruler, I suppose.”






“No.”






“No? Who?”






“Do you still remember me telling you about the Gentleman of the East Sea?”






Impulsively, Han Xin asked: “Are you truly a thousand years old?”






Surprise flickered in the Guest of Canghai’s eyes. “What did you say?”






Han Xin said: “I heard that you proved you were a thousand years old to Qin Shihuang. Did you do it so you could steal the Tripod’s Heart from him?”






“What do you know of that?” the Guest of Canghai said, voice dark.






Han Xin said: “All of the Qin court knows what you did, and the wanted poster Qin Shihuang commissioned for you is still around. It’s no surprise that I know about all this. But only now do I know why Qin Shihuang searched for you so frantically after you disappeared, hated you so deeply-- you’d disabled his most powerful tool for governance.”






“He hated me?” the Guest of Canghai sneered. “What right does he have to hate me? He deserved everything. It was his fault, for...” Here, the Guest of Canghai suddenly fell silent.






Han Xin asked: “What was his fault?”






The Guest of Canghai said: “That has nothing to do with you. Young man, I know you’re very smart, but you’re still better off not knowing some things. I told you, mere mortals cannot conjecture as to the workings of the divine. Remember this! Now, I ask you again, have you decided whether you’ll accept the deal? What’s your answer?”






Han Xin said: “I accept.”






The Guest of Canghai said: “Very good. Here’s the Tripod’s Heart; take good care of it, and don’t get it wet. Remember! It doesn’t fear fire or impact, but water will destroy it. You must not get it wet. The Nine Tripods is square on the outside and circular on the inside, gray-green in color. It looks a bit like a jade cong[3], but much bigger. Twelve feet eight inches in height, five feet three inches in breadth and width. At the bottom is an opening for the fire, and six feet directly above that is a thin crevice, easy to miss if you don’t look carefully. Slot the Tripod’s Heart all the way in. When you use it, fill the round hole down its center with charcoal and light it from the opening in the bottom. Let it burn for an hour, and the Nine Tripods will activate. You’ll find it very simple when you try it.”






Han Xin took the Tripod’s Heart, looked at it, then carefully tucked it away.






“This will show you the route of Chencang Passage,” the Guest of Canghai continued, handing him a rolled-up map. “Listen carefully: this August, take your troops through this passage to leave Shu. During the journey, no matter what you see or hear, ignore it and keep going! You only have that month. Once August ends, everything will revert to its current state, and the passage will disappear. Because of that, your urgent task of the moment is to secure commandership and persuade the King of Han to advance at that time.”






Han Xin unrolled the map and examined it under the moonlight. Dimly, he could make out its delicacy of line, its depth of detail. He rolled it up, thought for a moment, then said: “Why August? I don’t know if we can gather enough supplies in time. Can’t you open the passage next spring?”






The Guest of Canghai said: “No, it can only be August. I don’t know why; my master made the decision. But he must have a good reason.”






Han Xin said: “All right, I’ll worry about supplies after I get to Guanzhong. I can capture food from the enemy.”






The Guest of Canghai nodded approvingly. “Very good, I believe you have the necessary ability. Remember, for this campaign, retreat is out of the question. You must gain a foothold in the Three Qins as quickly as possible. The rest will be easier. With your military talent, no one under heaven is your match. Afterwards, prioritize conquering Qi so you can begin the work of filling in the sea.[4] When you’re King of Qi, I’ll give you more exact project instructions.”






The Guest of Canghai paused, then said suddenly: “Xiao He’s come looking for you. Return with him!”






Han Xin could hear only the “luo luo” of pheasants in the darkness, nothing else. He felt doubtful.






“I will leave now. Remember!” The Guest of Canghai’s voice had noticeably cooled in tone. “You cannot renege on a deal with a god. What he allows you to gain, he can also take away!” He turned to leave.






Han Xin felt a chill in his heart at the words.






As the Guest of Canghai receded into the distance, Han Xin suddenly thought of something. “What’s your real name, anyway?” he shouted in his direction.






The Guest of Canghai paused in his steps, but didn’t turn.






“My name is Qian Keng,” he said coldly, and disappeared into that boundless darkness.






Qian Keng? A name that gave him no clues.






A sudden roaring noise startled Han Xin out of his reverie. The roar continued-- Cold Creek, returned to its earlier volume and fury.






Han Xin turned to look at his horse.






If horses could speak, perhaps it would tell him that everything that had just happened was truly a dream. Didn’t they say that animals could recognize demons better than humans?






The horse again pawed at the ground, snorting. Animals couldn’t speak, in the end. He returned his gaze to Cold Creek.






Not long earlier, his hopes had been ashes; he’d considered himself the unluckiest person in the world; he’d wanted to end his life in these waters. But now, he had suddenly become the most fortunate person in the world, holding the secret to conquering and governing all under heaven.






But was it real? Was he truly going to rely on that dreamlike conversation to decide the course of a kingdom, the course of thousands of lives?






Distantly, he heard hoofbeats, and heard Xiao He call his name.






The sounds were getting closer.






The hoofbeats halted.






“I’ve finally found you!” Xiao He leapt off his horse and seized Han Xin’s arm, unable to conceal his joy. “I was frantic when you disappeared without even a farewell! I didn’t even have the time to tell the King of Han before I rushed after you! The things you put me through! Tell me, what did you mean by that letter? By that sword? By ‘I regret I was not worthy of Sir Zifang’s trust?’ By ‘the sword is a priceless treasure that I with my lowly abilities do not deserve?’ Were you trying to drive me mad? Who under heaven besides you deserves that sword? You would put so many people through injustice by leaving. You... you had this sword from the start! Why didn’t you show it to anybody? Your arrogance! You could have saved us all so much trouble if you’d...”






Han Xin slowly shifted his gaze from Cold Creek to Xiao He. “Chancellor, I did the wrong thing. I’ll return with you.”






Xiao He was beside himself with joy.






---






When they returned to Nanzheng, Xiao He insisted that Han Xin stay for the present in the Chancellor’s Residence.






Han Xin smiled and said: “Chancellor, I swear I won’t run away again. Don’t worry!”






“I can’t help but worry!” Xiao He said. “You’re a thousand-li horse, so fleet-footed that I won’t be able to sleep at night unless I leash you by my side.”






Han Xin, moved, said: “Chancellor, I only want a quiet place to stay and think.”






Xiao He said: “You can use my study. No one will interrupt you there.”






Xiao He’s study was normally off-limits to outsiders; he ran the army and the government from there, Han Xin knew.






“I’m going to the palace right away. Don’t worry, you won’t have to wait long this time.” Xiao He hurried off without even changing his clothes.






In Xiao He’s study, Han Xin took out that intricate, unfamiliar map and gently spread it on the desk.






---






In the palace, the King of Han stormed back and forth like a trapped beast.






“You run off, he runs off, Xiao He runs off too. Hah! I finally see what friendship really means,” he spat. “It’s all shit!”






“Fine then! Leave! All of you, the further the better! Hmph! I don’t care. I don’t care! I don’t--”






Mid-curse, he hunched down and burst into tears. “Why you, out of all of them? Xiao He, Xiao He, don’t you remember how we vowed to share all riches and honor, all trials and tribulations? Back in Pei County, I was Town Marshal, and you were the County Magistrate’s chief clerk, and you’d always taken care of me even then. Now I’ve at least managed to become King of Han. Why have you abandoned me now? Where did I wrong you? If you were heading for greener pastures, you could have picked a better time! Xiao He, Xiao He, I need you... in Xianyang, while everyone was fighting over the jade and gold, you alone went and grabbed everything in the Qin archives, said we’d need it all someday... how do I use it all now...Bah! You liar! You bastard! You faithless, shameless bastard, I’ll kill you--”






“Your Highness, will you kill me?” The King of Han’s head snapped up. Xiao He respectfully stood at the palace entrance, smiling gently.






The King of Han jumped up, wiped his face with his sleeve, and rushed toward him. He grabbed Xiao He, looking him over for what seemed like an eternity, before his tears were replaced by laughter. He punched Xiao He on the shoulder. “Old Xiao, you’re heartless! Where have I wronged you? To run away like all the rest of them-- did you think about the injustice you were doing me?”






Xiao He, seeing the King of Han go from tears to laughter like a child, couldn’t help but smile. “Your Highness, you wrong me,” he said, rubbing his shoulder. “I wouldn’t dare desert you. I was only chasing someone who’d deserted.”






The King of Han said: “Who?”






Xiao He said: “Han Xin.”






“Bah!” The King of Han reverted to rage. “You idiot, you can’t even come up with a proper lie! A couple dozen of my commanders deserted, and you didn’t go after any of them. But oh, you’re willing to chase down some coward who squeezed under someone’s crotch? Bullshit! Come up with a better lie! You’ll make me feel better that way.”






Xiao He said: “I didn’t lie, Your Highness. I really did go after Han Xin. He’s not a coward, but the pillar on which a nation can be built! The others made no difference by leaving, but you can’t find another like him if you searched your whole kingdom. I had to make him stay.”






The King of Han said: “Again with it all! My ears are going to grow calluses from all these speeches. Did you and Xiahou Ying eat something funny, to make you treasure this Han Xin so? I ask you, if he had any real abilities, how come he never amounted to anything under Xiang Yu?”






“If a priceless sword comes into the possession of an ignorant butcher, it will only be used to slaughter pigs and sheep, and perhaps do it less well than an ordinary butcher knife,” Xiao He said. “But in the hands of a swordsman, it becomes a weapon of unsurpassed deadliness. Xiang Yu’s inability to make use of Han Xin is his loss and your great stroke of fortune. Han Xin is the priceless sword that heaven has bestowed upon you. You must use him well!”






The King of Han chuckled. “Where did an honest man like you learn to speak so fancily? So if I don’t promote Han Xin, I’ll be a ‘ignorant butcher?’”






Xiao He said: “I wouldn’t dare. I only ask you this: do you want to remain King of Hanzhong for all your life, or do you want to conquer the world?”






The King of Han said: “You know perfectly well! Who wants to spend a lifetime in this shithole? Of course I want to expand east, but...”






Xiao He said: “If you want to expand, you must put Han Xin to use!”






The King of Han hesitated, then said: “Fine, I’ll do as you say! I’ll make him a commander.”






Xiao He said: “This isn’t enough. He’ll run away again.”






The King of Han said: “Then tell me, what will be enough?”






Xiao He said with iron decisiveness: “Make him Commander-in-Chief!”






“What?” The King of Han nearly leapt up. “Fan Kuai and Cao Can have fought by my side in countless bloody battles, but I haven’t made either of them Commander-in-Chief! And this brat is supposed to climb right over them? Are you crazy? I’m already doing you a favor by making him a commander--”






Xiao He said: “It’s not a matter of doing me a favor, but doing Zhang Zifang a favor.”






“Zhang Liang?” the King of Han said, stunned. “You’re saying... you’re saying--”






Xiao He said: “He has Dust-cross!”






The King of Han opened his mouth, but no sound came out. After a while, he managed: “Then... then... why didn’t he take it out? If I knew he had it, I wouldn’t have treated him like that.”






Xiao He said: “How do I know? He has an stubbornly prideful nature. Perhaps he didn’t want to gain promotion from someone else’s recommendation instead of his own merit.”






The King of Han said: “Very well! Call him over right now, and I’ll name him Commander-in-Chief!”






Xiao He said: “That’s not good enough.”






The King of Han once again nearly leapt up. “That’s still not good enough? What do you want me to do, kill myself to express my repentance?”






Xiao He couldn’t help but laugh. “Not like that, Your Highness. But naming a Commander-in-Chief can’t be done as informally as you’d call over a little child, even if Han Xin were the sort of person who can be summoned when you need him and waved away when you don’t. He deserted because he was tired of being belittled and dismissed. To make him stay for good, you have to take this seriously: choose an auspicious day and hour, fast and bathe, build an altar, clear a stage, go through all the formal rituals of naming a Commander-in-Chief. This is the only way!”






The King of Han said: “Fine, fine, I’ll listen to everything you say! But really, you know I hate these things the most.”






“Don’t worry, Your Highness,” Xiao He said comfortingly. “You just need to memorize a few lines of ceremonial speech. It won’t be hard.”






---






Notes:






One of my favorite things about this author is her way of making all of prior history into her Chekov’s Guns. This is only the tip of the iceberg.






Also, I freely admit that it’s really fun to translate Liu Bang’s swearing and bad attitude.



 [1] Guan Zhong was a renowned Chancellor of Qi during the Spring and Autumn 
Period who greatly empowered his state. (Fun fact: he also started 
state-sponsored brothels to help with funds, and became a patron deity of prostitutes.) Yue Yi was a general of the
 state of Yan who led a coalition of smaller states against the powerful
 Qi and very nearly destroyed it.



 [2] The Gulf of Bohai is the innermost gulf of the Yellow Sea, bounded by 
the Liaodong and Shandong Peninsulas in northeastern China.



 [3] A cong is a type of jade object shaped like a square tube with a 
circular hole down the middle. Found amongst Neolithic and early 
historic period artifacts, its purpose is completely unknown.



[4] Xiang Yu had divided the eastern state of Qi's territory into three 
kingdoms: Qi, Liaodong, and Jibei. However, the general Tian Rong soon 
reunited the three kingdoms by conquest and made himself King of Qi, although his reign didn't last long either. 
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Han Xin VI








The King of Han was about to name his Commander-in-Chief!



The news spread like wind through the soldiers of the three armies.



Who was it going to be? Fan Kuai? Cao Can? Xiahou Ying... the flurry of rumors settled on no single candidate.



Someone went and asked Chancellor Xiao He, who only smiled and made no answer.



So the speculations raged on. In the end, most concluded that it was most likely Fan Kuai.



First, he’d saved the king at the Feast at Hong Gate. Second, he had a closer relationship with the King of Han than any of the other generals-- his wife was the queen’s younger sister.



After three days of fasting, the King of Han made his prayers at the royal shrine. When he finished, he proceeded to the general’s altar and began the ceremony.



“I summon--” the rites official called out, and the crowds anticipated his next words with bated breath. “-- Quartermaster Han Xin to the stage!”



[bookmark: more] 



Shock, surprise, suspicion, and a few whispers: “Han Xin?” “Who’s Han Xin?” “Dunno...”



Han Xin walked to the stage with calm, steady steps. He mounted the stage and paid his respects to the King of Han.



The King of Han took the yellow axe from the aide at his side. He held the axe by its head and offered it handle-first to Han Xin. “From this moment, everyone from here up to the heights of the heavens shall be under your command.”



Han Xin accepted the yellow axe. “I solemnly swear this,” he said.



The King of Han took the black hatchet from his other aide. He held the hatchet by its handle and offered it blade-first to Han Xin. “From this moment on, everyone from here down to the depths of the earth shall be under your command."



Han Xin accepted the black hatchet. “I solemnly swear this,” he said. He paid respect to Liu Bang. “I have heard it said, 'A nation cannot be governed from without, and an army cannot be directed by those in the central court. One who is unfaithful must not be appointed to the service of a lord, and he who is irresolute must not be appointed to counter the enemy.' Once your servant accepts your orders, he dares not return alive if he shirks his duties. May Your Highness grant me your word, and I shall dare to command your army.”



The King of Han spoke stiffly, like someone reciting from a book. “"For all matters in the military, do not wait for my orders. When you face the enemy in battle, do not harbour disloyal thoughts. I shall grant you your command."



Han Xin said: “I obey your royal decree.” He again paid respect to the King of Han.



The King of Han said: “I place great hope in you. Fight well, Commander!” He sighed in relief after he finished-- he’d finally reached the end of his memorized lines.



Han Xin prostrated himself thrice in front of the King of Han, then stood and paid his respects to the three armies below. He raised his axe and hatchet.



“Long live--” shouted ten thousand soldiers below. They raised their spears, a metal forest cutting skyward in startling might and unity.



---



After the ceremony, Han Xin went to the palace banquet the king had prepared for him.



For the first time, the King of Han took a proper look at the young man in front of him. Oh, he was good-looking enough, spirited and handsome, although his old burdens had left the space between his brows faintly careworn. He sipped at his wine and said: “Chancellor Xiao and Commander Xiahou talked to me multiple times about promoting you. If I wanted to conquer the land under heaven, they said, I had to make use of you. Well then, what can you teach me?”



“You flatter me,” Han Xin said. “Your Highness, if you wish to advance east and battle for control of the land, your opponent will be Xiang Yu, correct?”



“Of course,” the King of Han said.



Han Xin said: “Then may I ask you: in terms of prowess, reputation, and strength, how do you think you compare with Xiang Yu?”



The King of Han brooded. Xiang Yu had been born with godlike might; at Julu, he’d slain hundreds of Qin soldiers singlehandedly. How could he compare? And as the descendant of the great Chu general Xiang Yan, Xiang Yu’s breeding and upraising made him an expert at all the fussy etiquette compared to him. He’d been born a peasant, used to acting as dissolutely as he wanted, and learning the stuff had proved beyond him. He habitually slouched and squatted and yelled and cursed, regardless of either his title or that of others. He’d long heard others complain: “Living under the Duke of Pei isn’t life worth living.” How’s that for reputation! As for strength, he couldn’t begin to compare. If it weren’t for the gap in their respective power, would he have entered Xianyang first and still gotten booted to Hanzhong? After some thought, the King of Han could only say: “I’m not his match for any of them.”



Han Xin congratulated him: “I’m glad to serve a king who can admit this. Everyone knows these strengths of King Xiang’s, and I, too, think Your Highness isn’t his match in these areas. However, behind these strengths hide deadly weaknesses, which fewer people are aware of. I used to serve him, and I understand his personality. I’ll briefly explain, Your Highness.”



“King Xiang’s battleroar strikes fear into the hearts of all who hear it; when he enters the battlefield, he sweeps foes aside like leaves. But he doesn’t know how to make good use of other generals. The strength of a single person, no matter how great, can accomplish little without the help of loyal assistants. If he is brave, his bravery is only that of a brute’s.”



“King Xiang treats others warmly and courteously; when his subordinates fall ill, he gives them food and drink from his own table with tears flowing from his eyes. But when any of them accomplish something worthy of promotion, he’ll rub the seal of office shiny before he can bear to hand it over. If he is generous, his generosity is shallow and insubstantial.”



“King Xiang named himself hegemon over all the land, and uses his status to bend the other lords and kings to his will, but abandoned the strategic location of Guanzhong to make his capital Pengcheng. This is a great strategic miscalculation. King Xiang handed out titles based on personal favor, not merit. He went against King Huai’s deal to force you into Hanzhong. Everyone knows in their hearts that it was injustice. King Xiang rose to prominence claiming he fought in King Huai’s name, but after his success, he gave King Huai the empty title of Emperor Yi and exiled him to Jiangnan. The other lords saw and followed his example; when they returned to their kingdoms, they chased out their rightful rulers and named themselves as king. Who sees it and doesn’t shiver in their hearts?  King Xiang’s army leaves desolation in its wake, even burned Xianyang to ash and ruins. The common people hate him, but his strength forces them to obey for now. He calls himself hegemon, but he’s lost the hearts of the people. If he is powerful, his power is easily reduced to nothing.”



“Right now, Your Highness, you only need to do what he’s failed to do: If you employ well the warriors and brave men under heaven, what enemy is too strong for you to defeat? If you use cities and townships to reward capable subjects, who will refuse to serve you? If you advance east with soldiers who long for home night and day, what obstacle can stand long in your way?”



The King of Han grew more and more enthusiastic as he listened. When Han Xin finished, he hurriedly said: “Then in your opinion, when should we advance?”



“August,” Han Xin said.



Taken aback, the King of Han said: “That soon? Isn’t... isn’t that a bit rushed?”



Han Xin said: “It must be this soon! Right now, the soldiers long to return east, and it heightens their morale. If we wait too long, their eagerness will pass, and they’ll grow too complacent to fight any longer. Things will be harder then.”



The King of Han slapped his leg. “True, true, why didn’t I think of that?” Then he suddenly sat down again, dismayed. “No, that still won’t work. How are we supposed to get out of Shu? We’ve burned the plankway!”



“I’ve considered that already. Perhaps it’s a good thing that we destroyed the plankway.” Han Xin shifted his seat to the front of the King of Han’s dining desk. “May I borrow your chopsticks, Your Highness?”



The King of Han said: “Go ahead, go ahead.”



Han Xin picked up a jade chopstick, dipped it in wine, and drew a few lines on the table. As he drew, he spoke: “This is the Baoxie plankway. The fire’s destroyed it from this point to this point. You can order your men to start construction here to repair the plankway. The more publicized you can make it, the better. Draw Zhang Han and the others’ attention here. They’ll think you intend to leave on the same route from which you came and concentrate all their troops in the valley mouth. Meanwhile, our armies will first march toward Baoxie Valley, then turn northwest. There’s an old, forgotten passage here called Chencang Passage. Few know about it, but I now hold a detailed map. We can enter Guanzhong here and take the enemy by surprise.”



Delighted, the King of Han murmured: “Too ingenious! Too ingenious! Repairing the plankway in broad daylight while crossing Chencang in secret.[1] When they hear of this, who under heaven will dare claim he’s your match in war?”



It took a while before the King of Han had recovered enough from his appreciation to say: “Once we’re past Chencang, we’ll have to face Zhang Han, Dong Yi, and Sima Xin. These three are veterans of the battlefield. You can’t underestimate them.”



Han Xin set down the jade chopstick. “Don’t worry, Your Highness. These three used to be Qin generals, leading countless sons and brothers of Guanzhong to their deaths and maimings. After the battle at Julu, they surrendered to Xiang Yu, who proceeded to bury his two hundred thousand prisoners of war alive at Xin’an. Only the three of them were left unharmed. The elders and siblings of the Qin heartland resent them to their marrow. Xiang Yu used his authority to make them kings of Guanzhong, but the common people will never support them. On the other hand, Your Highness has done no wrongs from the moment you stepped into Xianyang. You only scrapped the old, harsh laws of the Qin government and replaced it with simple laws agreed upon by the people. The people of Qin will support you as their ruler wholeheartedly. Everyone knows the deal King Huai made with his lords: ’The first to enter Guanzhong receives kingship over it.’ They all regret that Xiang Yu forced you aside to Hanzhong. With the support of the people, all you’ll need to do is advance east, and the Three Qins will be yours!”



To the King of Han, Han Xin’s words felt as if someone had pulled aside the clouds to reveal radiant sunlight. No one had analyzed their situation and their plan of attack so clearly for him before. He laughed heartily. “Why did I only meet you now? Ai! Too late, too late. I should have listened to Xiao He and the rest earlier!”



---



On the second day of August, the Han armies began their rapid advance along Chencang Passage.



Han Xin reined in his horse at the road’s edge, watching his armies.



He’d succeeded, but even he didn’t know how the success had come about.



Before the month’s start, he’d secretly sent six separate scouting expeditions here. Every scout had returned with the same report: the location on the map was completely impassable, the trees reaching to the sky, the vegetation thick on the ground, the hillsides devoid of people. They couldn’t find anyone clearing a road.



But on the first day of August, his scouts reported that the passage was perfectly clear!



He wasn’t sure what he felt at the news. Surprise? Excitement? Suspicion? No, none of them. Inwardly, he’d almost expected that something like this would happen, though he had no explanation for it.



He calmly wrapped up the last of his preparations for the advance, then spoke with Xiao He about bringing their civilians to Guanzhong after the main armies. Xiao He, puzzled at the hurriedness of the proceedings but trusting absolutely in Han Xin, agreed to his plans without hesitation.



On the morning of the second day of August, Han Xin ordered the armies to set off.



The journey went quite smoothly. They traveled northwest from Hanzhong through Baoxie valley, turning northeast at Feng County, and entered a small passageway through the mountains. This was Chencang Passage, which wasn’t even supposed to exist.



It was evening by the time they reached the foot of Guyun Mountain. Han Xin ordered his armies to make camp and rest; next morning, they would cross the passes and confront the enemy.



Most of the soldiers hailed from east of Xiao Mountain; few wished to stay in Hanzhong for the rest of their lives. They rubbed their hands in anticipation of their departure, every one of them, grateful for their new commander. They were ready to fight well come morning.



Han Xin was unused to sleeping early. He inspected a few campsites, found himself still unwilling to sleep, sat alone on a tree stump with his knees pulled up to think.



The moon of August shone charmingly clear. As the clamor around him quieted, it seemed closer by than any person. A meteor swept a thin line of light just overhead, south to north, disappearing in the distance.



Xiahou Ying came over. “What, you still aren’t asleep?”



Han Xin said: “I’ve never needed much sleep. Besides, you’re awake too.”



“I’m too excited to sleep.” Xiahou Ying came to sit by his side. “Hai! Commander-in-Chief, how did you find this road? I’m impressed, I can tell you that! I looked for so long in Nanzheng without finding anything.”



Han Xin smiled a little, silent.



From somewhere in the distance came the cries of wild pheasants: Luo! Luo! Luo! Their voices were thin and a little distorted.



Xiahou Ying said: “Strange to hear pheasant-cries this late.” His eyes suddenly brightened. “Wait here, I’ll get you a gift!” He dove into his own tent and exited a moment later with bow and arrow.



“What are you doing?” Han Xin asked quizzically.



Xiahou Ying laughed. “They say it’s good luck to catch a wild pheasant before a battle. Isn’t that why they put pheasant tailfeathers on a general’s headdress? Wait a bit, I’ll get one for you.”



Han Xin said: “You’re joking! How are you supposed to catch anything in the middle of the night? Won’t they fly away?”



Xiahou Ying said: “They’ll be easier to catch because it’s the middle of the night! Pheasants have poor night vision. They’ll stay in one place when it’s dark. This one in particular sounds like it’s close by-- it’ll be this one’s own fault, being so loud! Watch me!” Bow and arrow in hand, he tiptoed into the tree thickets.



Han Xin laughed and shook his head.



About an hour later, Xiahou Ying at last returned, discontent.



“Strange,” Xiahou Ying said, wrinkling his brow. “The cries were obviously coming from there, but I couldn’t find anything.”



Han Xin said: “Enough, enough. Heaven wants it to live, so let it go. Battles aren’t decided by wild pheasants-- I’ve never cared about this sort of thing. It’s late. You should go to sleep. We have a battle to fight tomorrow.”



Xiahou Ying walked back to his tent, scratching the back of his head, his expression suspicious. “Strange,” he muttered. “Too strange!”



Luo! Luo! Luo! That wild pheasant began again, as if to express its triumph.



Han Xin laughed. He looked at the position of the moon, then stood and walked towards his own tent.



The moon shone bright on a scene silent but for the occasional pheasant-cry.



Another meteor glided across the sky, dragging a thin, bright line south to north, and gradually disappeared into the vast darkness of the night.



---



Han Xin’s armies took and garrisoned Chencang Town.



Chencang Town was a completely different deal from Chencang Passage; Chencang Passage lay to the southwest of San Pass, while Chencang Town was a small fortified town northeast of San Pass.



Zhang Han had never dreamed that the Han force would emerge from here, and had concentrated his main forces at the mouth of Baoxie valley. When he received the report, Han Xin’s armies had easily crushed the paltry garrisons of San Pass and Chencang Town, conquering their first foothold in Guanzhong.



Zhang Han frantically readjusted his troops and brought them west.



He had to destroy the enemy forces while they were freshly emerged from the passes, nip them quickly in the bud!



---



Standing on the ramparts of Chencang Town, Han Xin raised the mat awning over his head and gazed eastward. The vast territory of the Three Qins sprawled before him.



A few subordinates followed behind him, giving Xiahou Ying significant looks. Xiahou Ying cleared his throat and said: “Commander, we... we should be about done resting here, right?”



Han Xin turned his head. “Oh? What do you mean?”



Fan Kuai’s patience ran out. “We mean that we should hurry and attack while we’re fresh from victory! Why are we wasting our time in this little place? The King of Han’s waiting to hear about your great triumph over Zhang Han!”



Han Xin smiled a little. “The report will be sent. We have a good position. I plan to fight a battle here first.”



Fan Kuai said: “What’s the point? Much more satisfying to go straight for Zhang Han’s den at Feiqiu!”



Han Xin said: “If we’ll fight a battle either way, why bother to go looking for him? Let him go looking for us.”



Fan Kuai stared blankly, uncomprehending.



Xiahou Ying seemed to understand. “Ah! You mean... wait at leisure while the enemy labors?”[2] 



Han Xin looked at Xiahou Ying, nodding appreciatively. “The one to wait at leisure while the enemy labored should have been Zhang Han, with our long journey to get here. But we can reverse the roles, make him run all the way here from Baoxie Valley, and strike him hard before he can catch his breath. This King of Yong has hard times in front of him.”



Only now did realization strike the other commanders, accompanied by admiration.



Han Xin continued: “We’ll need to take Feiqiu at some point, of course, but not right now. I don’t like besieging cities by brute force. It’s too wasteful; cities are made for defense, and they’ve only evolved to be better and better at it as time passes. The defenders have a huge advantage over the attackers. Think: it takes three months to build siege ladders, three months to build a dirt ramp. And then there’s the long stalemate. You cut my supply lines, I block your relief troops, back and forth-- how long will it all take? But we happen to be on Zhang Han’s territory now. He has to try to reconquer everything we conquer. So we’ll pull him back and forth by his nose, wearing away at his strength where we can. Once we’ve done that a few times, weaken him enough, we’ll attack Feiqiu. By that point, Feiqiu will be reduced to an empty shell. Will it not be easy to take it then?” 



The commanders, persuaded wholeheartedly, knew their new Commander-in-Chief for a stroke of great fortune. 



---



At night, Han Xin wandered the Chencang Town ramparts aimlessly.



Luo! Luo! Luo! A pheasant called somewhere in the distance. Or perhaps nearby. It was difficult to tell.



Han Xin stood and listened for a while.



A meteor slid across the sky above.



He’d seen an abnormal number of meteors lately, and strange-looking ones at that. They burned bright and flew low, as if one could reach out a hand and catch them mid-arc.



Another meteor swept past; Han Xin watched its flight thoughtfully. Even the guard behind him noticed: “There’s been a lot of meteors these few days, east and west and everywhere. Commander, this is a fine portent!”



Han Xin said: “Oh? Really?”



“Aye,” the guard said. “They say that when King Wu of Zhou fought King Zhou of Xia, a meteor appeared and descended onto King Wu’s chariot awning, where it turned into a red crow and gave a resounding cry!”



Han Xin laughed. “A red crow?”



“What’s so strange about that?” another guard said. “They say that a white crow appeared while Qin kept Crown Prince Dan of Yan as hostage!”[3]



Han Xin said: “Fine, a better question would be, ‘what color of crow hasn’t there been!’” The guards laughed.



Han Xin stood there, pondering as he gazed into the distance. After a while, he descended from the ramparts and walked towards the fort’s northeast.



In that sector stood Chencang Temple. Grand in scale but visibly fallen into decline, all its priests had deserted but for their chief. When that high priest saw the new head of Chencang Town, he hurriedly invited him to the temple.



Han Xin signaled his guards to wait for him outside.



The interior of the temple was well-swept and relatively clean, but everything in there showed the wear and fade of long years. He didn’t see any icon or image on the center altar, only a stone case of no impressive size. Yet the offerings table was lavishly arrayed with roasted sheep, oxen, and pig heads.



Han Xin said: “What god is so respected that you’d offer a dalao sacrifice?[4] A royal ancestor of Qin?”



“No,” The high priest carefully answered. “The pheasant god.”



“Pheasant god?” Han Xin’s gaze shifted. “You’re sacrificing livestock to a bird?”



The high priest said: “Yes. This entire town, in fact, was built for its worship!”



Han Xin said: “What’s the point of sacrifices when you don’t even have an image of your god?”



Taken aback, the high priest said: “Who says we don’t have one? Isn’t this it?” He pointed at the stone case on the altar.



Han Xin said: “That’s the pheasant god?”



The high priest said: “No, the pheasant god is inside it.”  He took the stone case from the altar, opened it, and carefully lifted something out. “Look, Commander.”



Han Xin looked, and was surprised. He saw a rounded piece of white jade the size of his fist, pleasing enough in appearance, but hardly precious, and seemingly unrelated to pheasants. “This is your pheasant god? I don’t see what it has to do with pheasants. Why do you call it a pheasant god?”



The high priest set down the stone and picked up an oil lamp. “Please look here, Commander,” he said, walking towards a side wall.



Han Xin, after a pause, followed him. Only by closer inspection did he realize that this dusty wall was covered with a massive mural. Time had chipped and dulled the pigments, but he could still make out the general shapes.



It was a massive hunting expedition.



Thousands of archers roamed amongst mountains and forests and rivers,  searching for prey. Hunting hounds by the hundreds wove between them, some running, some sniffing. Innumerable birds of every size fled, startled, from the woods, and every sort of beast-- roebuck, rabbits, deer-- were scattering in the four directions.



Upon closer inspection, he realized something strange. These hunters’ attention didn’t seem to be focused on the beasts. They blithely ignored prey an arm’s length in front of them. Instead, they looked as if they were searching with all their might for something else.



The high priest gazed at that aged mural, lamp in hand. “That was the great hunt of the nineteenth year of Duke Wen’s reign...”



Han Xin said: “Duke Wen?”



The high priest said: “Oh, that’s our Duke Wen of Qin. He was from the beginning of the Spring and Autumn Period, even earlier than Duke Mu. It’s been... hmm, about five hundred and forty years. It’s been so long that the story must have changed in the retelling, but the important parts should still all be there.



“That year, the people here kept hearing the cries of pheasants at night, but found no trace of them when they went looking. There were strange lights flying past in the sky, too. They didn’t know what was going on, so they reported to Duke Wen. Suspicious, he sent men to investigate, but they couldn’t find anything either. So he ordered five hundred of his finest cavalry and one thousand infantry here for a great hunt. They weren’t after bears or tigers, but that elusive pheasant.



“They searched for ten days before coming across this piece of jade. The soldiers who found it saw with their own eyes how a long band of light flew across the sky and into the stone. When they picked it up, the strange pheasant cries around them suddenly stopped. That’s how they knew it for a treasure. They gave it to Duke Wen of Qin, who ordered a divination. The results were very auspicious. With this in hand, they said, you could become a hegemon among the lords at the least, and become king if all went well. Duke Wen was delighted. He ordered this temple built here, and dalao sacrifices for the stone. 



“Later, the rulers of Qin indeed became hegemons, and became kings, and even became emperors... but Qin still fell, in the end. Ai! I suppose five hundred years is enough to exhaust its life force. The First Emperor and the Second Emperor never cared about sacrificing to this god. But lately, the pheasant god is manifesting itself again. Commander, have you noticed the pheasant-cries? And the light of those meteors? Perhaps they herald the appearance of a new hero to become king or hegemon. Commander...”



The night deepened. Of the guards waiting outside the temple, some leaned against the wall, napping, while the others idly wondered why Commander Han was so interested in this broken-down temple.



At last, Han Xin walked out.



The high priest attentively accompanied him to the doors. “I wish you well, Commander.”



Han Xin gave an absent-minded affirmation. His brows were slightly furrowed, as if preoccupied with some difficult matter. The guards didn’t dare ask about it, and only hurried after him.



One of them furtively asked the high priest: “Hey, what were you and the Commander talking about earlier?”



The high priest smiled a little. He made no answer and only patted him on the shoulder. “Brother, you’re following the right man!” he said cryptically. “Do your best! You have prosperous times ahead.”



Commander Han must have gone here for a divination, the guards realized.



Once the high priest saw them disappear into the distance, he reentered the temple, lamp in hand. Gazing toward the stone case on the center altar, he murmured: “The will of heaven, nothing less. Zhang Han’s occupied Guanzhong for so long, and he never got his hands on it...”



The stone case was empty.



---



Zhang Han’s one hundred and fifty thousand troops arrived at Chencang, to be greeted by Han Xin’s one hundred thousand.



One battle, and Zhang Han’s defeated army was forced to retreat. Another battle, another loss, another retreat towards Feiqiu.



For every step that Zhang Han retreated, the Han army advanced a step. As planned by Han Xin, the King of Han and his court smoothly returned to Guanzhong from Hanzhong.



The King of Han felt as if he were dreaming.



Under Han Xin’s constant onslaught, Zhang Han, strongest of the three kings of Qin, found his territory shrinking day by day. Eventually, all that was left was his capital of Feiqiu, surrounded by the iron vise of the Han army. The King of Sai, Sima Xin; and the King of Zhai, Dong Yi, surrendered.



The King of Han was beside himself with joy. In March the next year, he heard that Xiang Yu had arranged the assassination of Emperor Yi at Jiangnan, and decided it would make a perfect excuse to attack Xiang Yu. Too impatient to wait for the full pacification of Guanzhong, he allied with the other lords in the name of avenging Emperor Yi, striking for Xiang Yu’s base at Pengcheng.



The King of Han took the best troops of Hanzhong with them, increasing the difficulty of taking Feiqiu. But Han Xin worked around it; after examining the local terrain, he waited for the rainy season, then dug channels from the river to flood Feiqiu. Its garrison was forced to surrender. The last great adversary in Guanzhong, Zhang Han, committed suicide.



With Guanzhong fully pacified, spirits everywhere rose.



Xiao He bustled in court and out: reassuring the populace, announcing general pardons, reassigning the old Qin government-owned parks and hunting grounds to peasant farmers, replacing Qin authority with Han authority...



After the ceremonies concluded and the officials began to disperse, Xiao He called Han Xin over.



Han Xin said: “What is it, Chancellor?”



Xiao He said: “Follow me. There’s something I want you to see. The King of Han, Sir Zifang, and I have yet to understand it even now. With your great intelligence, maybe you can make something of it.”



Xiao He led Han Xin to a secret room.  Han Xin noticed that its door took three keys to open.



In the middle of the room stood a massive grey-green object. The rest of the room was empty.



“Twelve feet eight inches high, five feet three inches long and wide,” Xiao He said. “I can’t think of what the dimensions might symbolize, and certainly not how it might be used.”



Han Xin circled the object and noticed a square gap at the bottom of one of the sides.



Xiao He said: “I think this is a space through which to light a fire. You could fill the inner part with kindling and light it from there, but for what? You wouldn’t make something so tall for cooking. Zhang Zifang told us to light a fire and see what happened, but it didn’t amount to anything. But he thinks this is no ordinary object, and told us to take good care of it.”



Han Xin said: “Why can’t it be anything ordinary?” He reached out a hand, feeling the cool, smooth surface of the object above the opening. Bit by bit, he moved his hand upwards.



One foot, two feet...



Xiao He said: “It was hidden in a secret chamber under Qin Shihuang’s bed, guarded by powerful hidden crossbow mechanisms. A hundred and twenty-seven of our men died to retrieve it. A hole underneath one’s bed violates a terrible taboo; feng shui calls it ‘digging one’s own grave.’ Qin Shihuang was famously superstitious, but for this, he chose to risk inviting great misfortune. It’s definitely something important.’”



...five feet, six feet. He could indeed feel a thin crack. Han Xin’s hand didn’t stop, but continued casually moving upwards.



Xiao He said: “Commander Han, what do you think this is meant for?”



Han Xin lowered his hand, examined the object silently for a while, then shook his head. “I don’t know.”



Xiao He, visibly disappointed, said: “If even you don’t know, it looks like no one will ever know. Ai!”



Han Xin said: “Maybe it’s a symbol of authority. Chancellor, look, it’s square on the outside and round on the inside. Doesn’t it look a bit like a jade cong, only much larger?”



The disappointment deepened on Xiao He’s face. “If that’s the case, it wasn’t worth the price. Zifang’s never been wrong before, but I fear he’s misjudged this time.”



---



The situation in Guanzhong remained strong, but the King of Han’s theater of war was in shambles. He’d led five other kings and a total of five hundred and sixty thousand troops against Xiang Yu’s hurried relief force of thirty thousand, and managed to lose ruinously. After the horrific battle at Sui River, the corpses of Han soldiers had so piled up that they’d dammed the waters. The King of Han barely managed to escape. During his flight, he’d repeatedly pushed his own children off his carriage to lighten the load. Repeatedly, Xiahou Ying retrieved the children. The King of Han had been so frantic, he’d nearly killed Xiahou Ying.



To salvage the situation, Han Xin rushed his newly organized Guanzhong army east to Xingyang[5], where it joined with the King of Han’s remnant forces and dealt the Chu army a sound defeat between Jing and Suo. The Chu army’s westward advance was at last halted.



But the defeat at Sui River had left its mark. Many of the rulers who’d allied or planned to ally with Han saw the wind and set the helm, allying once more with Chu against Han. Frustrated and enraged, the King of Han commanded Han Xin to take care of these treacherous lords first. It would kill two birds with one stone-- exact revenge, and limit the mobility of the Chu armies.



That August, Han Xin attacked Wei as ordered. He tricked King Bao of Wei with a decoy army, ferried his troops across the river with rafts of wooden jars, took the necessary towns and cities, captured King Bao of Wei, and thus pacified the kingdom of Wei.



Come September, Han Xin proceeded north without halt to attack Zhao and Dai. He quickly defeated Dai and captured its chancellor Xia Yue.



Just as he was about to set off for Zhao, the King of Han sent men to transfer all of Han Xin’s best troops to Xingyang to resist the Chu advance.



Han Xin immediately began recruiting replacements, but even then, his army couldn’t compare with Zhao’s. He didn’t fear a numerical advantage, though he felt some concern about Zhao’s Lord of Guangwu, Li Zuoju. He wasn’t as famed as the Lord of Cheng’an, Chen Yu, but Han Xin knew his capabilities were greater than Chen Yu’s. Fortunately, his scouts reported that Chen Yu had proved too obstinate to listen to Li Zuoju’s battle advice. That was one potential worry eliminated.



So Han Xin set up his battle ingeniously, arraying his forces at Jingxing Pass with the river at their backs, and throwing the Zhao troops into panic with Han battle flags at their main camp. In a morning’s work, he crushed two hundred thousand veteran Zhao soldiers with his own twelve thousand raw recruits, slew Chen Yu, Lord of Cheng’an, and captured the King of Zhao. Han Xin ordered his troops not to kill Li Zuoju, Lord of Guangwu, but offered a bounty of a thousand gold pieces to whoever captured him alive. Soon, someone brought him in, bound and captive. Han Xin untied his ropes with his own hands, invited him to sit by him, and asked for help with the terrain of Yan and Qi. Li Zuoju knew his own loss to be well-deserved, and, moved by Han Xin’s generous treatment, aided him wholeheartedly.



After the battle, Han Xin’s puzzled subordinates asked him: why did he break the general rule of military strategy and arrange his formations with their backs to the water, and how had he managed to win despite it?



Han Xin smiled a little. “The rules of military strategy aren’t supposed to be obeyed to the letter. Look at this army of ours: ruffians and peddlers and newly surrendered soldiers, and everything in between. Can the ordinary rules of battle govern such an unruly mob? I placed them into a desperate situation where retreat was impossible, forcing them to fight for their lives, to bring them to their greatest potential. This is called ‘achieving survival by fighting from a position of certain death.’ It, too, can be found in the military books if you look! If I’d put this army into a more flexible position, as per conventional strategy, half of them would have run off before the battle even started.”



His subordinates could only admiringly say: “Your insights are on a higher level than ours, Commander.”[6]



---



Not long after, Han Xin’s messenger returned from the kingdom of Yan with good news. Intimidated by Han Xin’s might, they surrendered bloodlessly.



With four allies conquered within the space of a year, Xiang Yu was beginning to grow concerned about the situation in the north. He sent troops across the Yellow River to attack Yan and Zhao, hoping to recover some cities. Han Xin and his army met them wherever necessary, easily repelling the futile counterattacks, and still had room to send the occasional relief force to help out the King of Han.



But the King of Han was truly too poor a commander, losing the advantageous situation Han Xin had created for him at Xingyang a bit more with every battle. He fled from Xingyang to Wan County, from Wan County to Chenggao, and at last couldn’t even hold Chenggao. He and Xiahou Ying broke through the Chu line on a lone chariot, crossed the Yellow River to the northeast, and drove straight for Han Xin’s base at Xiuwu.



At Xiuwu, the King of Han could finally let out a sigh of relief. But he didn’t immediately approach Han Xin, and instead quietly found an inn where he could spend the night. Early the next morning, he visited Han Xin’s camp. He didn’t reveal his identity, but used the tally of a Han messenger to gain access.



He had trouble finding Han Xin’s tent; unlike most other commanders, he ate and drank and slept the same as his footsoldiers. The King of Han had to ask several passerby to find the main tent, where Han Xin still lay sleeping. He told Xiahou Ying to guard the entrance while he snuck inside.



The tent wasn’t large. The King of Han glanced around and quickly found the military tallies on a low side table. He eyed the sleeping Han Xin, inhaled lightly, and carefully tiptoed towards the table. As he walked, he couldn’t help but steal glances on Han Xin. 



When Han Xin shifted, the King of Han could feel his heart jumping furiously. Nervously, he watched Han Xin.



Han Xin rolled over without opening his eyes. He continued sleeping, now facing inward.



The King of Han exhaled, darted to the table, took the commander’s seal in one hand and the military tallies in the other. He backed out of the tent, still watching Han Xin.



Han Xin, totally asleep, didn’t so much as twitch.



The King of Han turned and rushed out of the tent.



“Your Highness,” Xiahou Ying said. “Did you see Commander Han?”



“I saw him sleeping like a log. Look!” The King of Han raised the objects in his hands self-satisfiedly. “I got these.”



Xiahou Ying could only stare. “Your Highness, you--”



The King of Han said: “What’s the big deal? When a wall’s about to fall, everyone joins in the pushing. With my bad luck lately, he might not obey me anymore. This is the surest way! Hurry, let’s go to the central tent and announce ourselves now!”



Han Xin rolled over. Once he heard the King of Han and Xiahou Ying’s footsteps fade away, he sat up and unhurriedly dressed himself, then called in his chamberlain.



Li Zuoju walked in as he was washing his face. “Commander, I don’t understand what you’re doing! The King of Han is giving orders out there with your seal and tallies. He’s taking all your best troops, and you’re letting him?”



Han Xin finished washing his face, tossed the cloth back into the bowl, and waved his chamberlain away. “Why not? He’s the ruler and I’m his minister. Call it me repaying him.”



Li Zuoju said: “Who’s heard of this sort of repaying! What kind of ruler sneaks around like a thief? Why do you still have to play minister to someone like him?”



Han Xin looked into the mirror, adjusting his pheasant-tail headdress. “I have my reasons.”



When Han Xin entered the central tent, the King of Han had finished with his transfers. Seeing Han Xin, he was only momentarily taken aback, before remembering that he’d taken care of everything important. He quickly relaxed.



Han Xin, as before, knelt deferentially and paid his respects.



The King of Han helped him up. “No need, no need,” he said cheerfully. “Xiang Yu’s given me a bad beating. Surely you don’t mind me borrowing a few troops?”



Han Xin stood and said: “To share the burden of the ruler is a minister’s duty. Does Your Highness have any other instructions for me?”



At the King of Han’s side was Xiahou Ying, who hurriedly assured him: “Ah, no, we don’t--”



“Of the northern kingdoms, only Qi remains.” The King of Han smiled innocently. “Can you think of a way to take Qi?”



Xiahou Ying stared at his king, aghast.



Did the King of Han realize what he was saying?



The kingdom of Qi possessed two thousand li of fertile farmland and hundreds of thousands of soldiers. The king Tian Guang and his chancellor Tian Heng had governed Qi for three years, and their family was vast in power. Asking Han Xin to take Qi with his few remaining soldiers was like hitting a rock with an egg.



Han Xin said: “Of course, although I’d like to ask something of you, Your Highness.”



The King of Han said: ‘Go ahead.”



Han Xin said: “If I take Qi, can you give me kingship over it?”



The King of Han laughed. His request had been intended to allow himself a graceful retreat, in the hopes that Han Xin would be too preoccupied with his new assignment to dwell on the theft of his army. He hadn’t expected that Han Xin would take it so seriously-- it seemed that this brat was still innocent in the ways of the world outside battles!



“Haha! Of course! If you can take it, it’s all yours! Haha...” Buying goodwill with the enemy’s territory was just too fine a deal.



Still laughing, the King of Han selected a bamboo tally from the desk and swanned off. Xiahou Ying gave an apologetic look to Han Xin and followed him, head lowered.



Han Xin looked at the remaining tallies. “Brother Xiahou, stay for now.”



Xiahou Ying stilled, then turned his head. He mumbled: “Commander Han, I... I truly didn’t know...”



Han Xin said: “Brother Xiahou, come over.”



Xiahou Ying walked over, his embarrassment apparent. Han Xin fiddled with the remaining tallies. “The King of Han took the wrong tally. That one wasn’t the troop transfer tally.” He selected a smaller tally, about five inches in length. “Give this one to the King of Han, so he doesn’t run into problems later when he actually tries to take the troops-- my soldiers recognize only their tallies, not the men holding them.”



Xiahou Ying took the tally. For a moment, guilt choked his voice. It took a while before he could manage: “How about... how about... when the situation around Xingyang improves, we’ll give some of the troops back to you--”



“That won’t be necessary,” Han Xin said. “I have my own ways-- it’s your side I’m worried about. Remind the King of Han when you can: don’t keep sending my soldiers to their deaths.”



Xiahou Ying’s guilt deepened. “We fight... badly, it’s true. But the Chu army is too powerful. They’re truly... truly very difficult to fight.”



Han Xin thought for a while, then said: “Tell the King of Han to avoid confronting Xiang Yu directly. Find deep gullies and high ramparts, and use the terrain to help you defend. Then send twenty thousand troops to help Peng Yue...”



“Twenty thousand to Peng Yue?” Xiahou Ying was taken aback. “Why? We’re tight on troops ourselves.”



Han Xin said: “Don’t worry, let me finish. Peng Yue already has more than forty thousand troops. He’s always wanted to take the Liang[7] territory, but fears he doesn’t have enough troops. If you give him twenty thousand, he’ll gain enough confidence to launch an all-out attack on Liang. Liang holds great importance for Chu; Xiang Yu must give up Chenggao and Xiangyang to return east and deal with Peng Yue. Wouldn’t that solve the King of Han’s problem? Giving away twenty thousand men so Peng Yue draws away all the attention has to be a better deal than using those twenty thousand to attack Xiang Yu head-on!”



Struck by realization, Xiahou Ying said: “Ah! A fine plan! Truly a fine plan! Ai, with such a brilliant strategy, you should go tell the King of Han himself!”



“It’ll be the same if you tell him,” Han Xin said.



Xiahou Ying said: “This is a great contribution to our cause. How can I steal credit from you?”



Han Xin smiled lightly. “I’ve made enough contributions already. I’ll gift you this one! After all, you saved my life.”



Xiahou Ying looked at Han Xin, the rims of his eyes damp.



---



Qi held enormous influence in the other kingdoms, more than Han Xin could afford to face. He therefore decided on a strategy of surprise, beginning with a lightning raid on the Qi garrison at Lixia.[8] That done, he ignored the city and immediately turned to attack the capital of Linzi.[9] The main Qi forces had all been redeployed to relieve Lixia, leaving Linzi empty; Han Xin took it in one fell swoop, then swiftly pursued the Qi king Tian Guang east to Gaomi.



With the capital fallen and the ruler in flight, the Qi army lost all will to fight. The remaining resistance forces soon crumbled on their own.



The news threw Xiang Yu into panic. With the fall of Qi, the territories of Han, Dai, Zhao, Yan, and Qi formed an unbroken perimeter, surrounding him in the west, north, and east. He couldn’t let himself be hemmed in from three directions. He’d never gotten along with Tian Guang, but he had no choice but to help him now. Xiang Yu sent Long Ju with two hundred thousand Chu troops to save him.



Two hundred thousand was no small number. With his campaign not yet concluded, Han Xin had no way of scraping together an army of equal size.



He could only borrow the power of nature. By night, he ordered his men to pile ten thousand sandbags upstream across the Wei River, damming its flow. Then he enticed Long Ju into crossing the river to pursue his retreating forces.



Long Ju was overjoyed. He knew that he held an absolute advantage over Han Xin’s meager troops, and eagerly sent his army after them. Just as the first portions of the Chu army made it to the other bank, the sandbags upstream were pulled aside, and the the long-amassing waters roared down, swallowing the Chu soldiers slogging across the riverbed without a trace! The Chu army had been cut in two, and Long Ju was left stranded with his paltry ranks on the far side of the river.



He suddenly realized that his absolute advantage had turned into an absolutely disadvantageous situation.



Han Xin counterattacked.



With that battle, Long Ju was slain, and the Qi king Tian Guang was captured. Two hundred thousand Chu soldiers died, surrendered, fled, vanished altogether.



---



By December, the seventy-plus cities of Qi were fully pacified, and Han Xin retired with his army to Linzi. He planned to rest and reorganize his army while he sent a messenger to the King of Han, asking him to grant him his kingship to better govern the region.



The royal palace at Linzi had begun its life under Jiang Ziya, Duke Tai of Qi. At that time, the buildings had been fairly modest and crude. Only when Duke Huan of Qi declared himself hegemon did its exterior grow in grandeur. After the Tian family took over Qi, King Xuan, King Hun, and the rest had vastly expanded the palace to its current state to accommodate their hedonistic lifestyles. Despite the wars and lootings it had experienced, it still possessed an air of majesty and uncommon beauty.



Han Xin strolled along the main walkway to the palace, Li Zuoju and Kuai Che by his side.



Kuai Che was famed in Qi and Zhao as a diplomat skilled in the way of words. He’d voluntarily joined Han Xin before the attack on Qi, becoming a valued strategist. He, like Li Zuoju, had gained Han Xin’s full trust. The three of them spoke amongst themselves in utmost openness. 



At that time, to their side, several officials were organizing the vast ranks of Qi concubines and handmaidens who’d lived in the palace, deciding who would be sent home and who would stay. Kuai Che, looking at the noisy, bustling crowd, laughed. “Your Highness...”



“Ai--” Han Xin said, “don’t call me that. The King of Han hasn’t given me the edict.”



“That’s only a matter of time,” Kuai Che said. “Hey, Commander, why don’t you go over and see who they’ve picked for you?”



Han Xin glanced over. “I don’t need to. I’ve told them that I don’t care about appearances, just efficiency and diligence.”



Kuai Che said: “Hai! If efficiency and diligence are all that you’re looking for, you might as well use eunuchs. Women have their own uses! I have to say, Commander, you don’t show much interest in women.”



Han Xin said: “Says who? That’s human nature itself, but I’m busy! You’ve seen. I don’t have the time to think about this sort of thing.”



Kuai Che said seriously: “But by outside consensus, you don’t care about women because you prefer men.”



Li Zuoju failed to hide a laugh.



“Bah!” Han Xin cheerfully swore. “Nonsense! Where did that rubbish come from?”



Kuai Che said: “They do have evidence! What other general doesn’t take their captives’ concubines for their own use? But look at you, you turn them all in straight to the King of Han without a glance! Last year, you defeated the King of Wei. They say his Concubine Bao is peerless! And you handed her to the King of Han without so much as touching her finger.”



Torn between anger and laughter, Han Xin said: “Let those gossips try holding my office! Of every year, I spend at least three hundred days in battle and the other sixty on the march. And I’m supposed to have room to think about women?”



Kuai Che said: “Then stop selling away your life for the King of Han’s sake. It’s not worth it! He’s a petty man.”



Li Zuoju joined in: “Aye, Commander. You’re King of Qi now, so rest for a while. Take the opportunity to think about naming a queen.”



Han Xin shook his head. “I don’t have the time to rest. I still owe a debt, and I’ll need to begin a construction project soon--”



Mid-sentence, someone charged out of the throngs of palace women, confronting Han Xin. “Your Highness, why didn’t you pick me?” she yelled. “Is it because I’m ugly? You said yourself you didn’t care about appearance!”



Han Xin’s surprised guards began to move, but paused when they saw it was a skinny young girl, surely no more than thirteen or fourteen. They looked toward Han Xin, who gave them the don’t worry hand signal. He examined the girl.



Swarthy of skin, she looked like one of the fishermen’s daughters common to the shores of Qi. With her broad forehead and lips, thin hair, she was no beauty, but not quite ugly either. Only her eyes were striking: wide and round and black as lacquer. Han Xin met her glare with a smile. “Says who it’s because you’re ugly? You’re too young.”



“Me, young?” The girl looked even angrier. “Hmph! They all say that! I just happen to be a bit short. I’ll be sixteen next month!”



“Sixteen?” Han Xin said, amused. The girl didn’t look remotely sixteen. “Fine, then, we’ll call you sixteen. Tell me, why do you want to stay? Do you think that it’ll be fun serving me? You should know, I’m far harder to please than your former king. You’ll be equally busy day and night. Not to mention--” he put on a fearsome expression--” I kill people!”



“Don’t try to scare me with that!” the girl said, annoyed. “I told you, I’m not a child. I know you kill people, but that’s on the battlefield! I want to serve you because you’re a great hero who’s fought a hundred battles and won all of them. I admire you. I’d be happy to serve you! What was Tian Guang worth? His uncle Tian Heng did everything for him. He didn’t have a scrap of ability himself!”



Han Xin was beginning to feel interest. This girl’s words were childish, but fierce of opinion, and more insightful than he expected from a servant girl. “Can you read?”



“Can I read?” The girl looked as if she’d been mortally insulted. Her brown cheeks flushed red. “I’ve memorized the Spring and Autumn Annals!”



“Oh?” Han Xin, taken aback, examined the girl more closely. Her face was unremarkable, but her wide eyes shone with quick intelligence. He smiled and said: “Very well, then. Tell me, how do you plan to serve me?”



The girl stared blankly, stumped into silence. It took her some thinking before she said: “I... I can comb your hair for you.”



Kuai Che and Li Zuoche burst into laughter.



Han Xin, too, laughed. Seeing the small yellow poplar-wood comb pinned in her hair, he pointed at it and said: “Then how about you give me a demonstration? If you do a good job, I’ll keep you.”



“Aye!” the girl said happily. “Sit here, Your Highness.”



Han Xin obeyed. The girl unfastened his topknot, separating the strands before combing them out. Her technique was indeed excellent. She combed quickly and smoothly, without pulling a single hair, but not so gently that the comb merely skimmed. A moment later, she’d redone his topknot.



Han Xin said: “Hmm, not bad. You really are quite skilled.”



“Of course,” the girl said proudly. “I don’t brag.”



Han Xin reached up to feel his topknot. Suddenly, his expression changed. “What did you do with my hair? Stop playing around and change it back.”



The girl said: “Hah, you were too much of an outsider to get it right, and now you’re complaining that I fixed it.”



Han Xin said: “Nonsense! Do outsiders even exist for something like this? I didn’t bind my hair this way for decades for you to mess with it. Redo it right now!”



The girl got angry. “Mess with it? Who’s messing with whom? You’re not King of Chu, so why should your topknot be on the right side? We people of Qi tie our topknots on the left. You’re king, but you insist on going against the ways of your ministers and your people? Fine, I’ll change it back right away!” She reached up.



Han Xin paused, then hurriedly raised his hand to block hers. “Wait! Don’t! I may have wronged you.”



“It isn’t ‘may.’ You wronged me, plain and simple!”



Han Xin said: “Fine, Fine, I wronged you. Why are you so angry, anyway? I’m from Chu, after all. I don’t know the customs of Qi!”



“Then you should be more humble, listen around more, look around more!”



Han Xin smiled. “Interesting, you’re lecturing me now. All those other people barely dare breathe in my presence. How come you’re not afraid of me?”



The girl said: “Why should I be afraid? Reason is on my side, and even kings have to listen to reason!”



Han Xin laughed. “You’re a bit different from the other girls. Hmm, I rather like that. Very well, I’ll keep you! But stop calling me king; I’m not one yet. Tell me, what’s your name?”



Delighted, the girl said: “My name’s Ji Jiang.”



---------------------------------------






Notes: 



All my thanks to Lady_Wu, who helped with the dialogue in the commander-naming ceremony in the beginning. I have full sympathy for Liu Bang; Classical Chinese is vicious to the uninitiated. 






[1] In Chinese, this is has become the idiom 明修栈道，暗渡陈仓, signifying the use of a diversion to accomplish things elsewhere.






[2] This is the fourth of the Thirty-Six Stratagems: 以逸待劳.






[3] After he returned to his state, Crown Prince Dan sent Jing Ke to assassinate the future First Emperor. This is probably the most famous 
of the assassination attempts on him. Jing Ke used a traitor's (donated)
 severed head to gain audience with the King of Qin, then tried to stab 
him with a dagger he'd hidden in a rolled-up map. The attempt failed, and the
 King of Yan ordered his son executed to try to appease Qin.






[4] Most sacrificial offerings of livestock used sheep and pigs, and were called shaolao. Any offering using oxen was called dalao.






[5]Xingyang is a city and county in modern-day Henan Province.






[6] This book operates under the assumption that the reader already knows 
the basics of Han Xin's campaigns. Indeed, Han Xin has probably inspired
 more Chinese idioms than any other historical figure, largely as a 
result of his rather spectacular battles. Some parts are pretty 
over-abbreviated if one doesn't have prior knowledge, though. Here's a 
Wikipedia article on Han Xin's Zhao campaign: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Jingxing






[7] Liang is the eastern part of the old state of Wei; King Bao of Wei only got the western part from Xiang Yu. It encompasses portions of modern-day 
Henan and Shanxi provinces.






[8] Lixia is a city located in modern-day Shandong Province, later incorporated into the city of Ji'nan.






[9] Located in central modern-day Shandong, Linzi is known as Zibo today, and was one 
of the greatest cities in China during the Spring and Autumn Period.
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Ji Jiang I








Ji Jiang lay on her bed, gazing ceilingward. Remembering the conversation from earlier that day, she couldn’t help but grin.




Interesting, you’re lecturing me now. All those other people barely dare breathe in my presence. How come you’re not afraid of me?



Yes, why wasn’t she afraid? She only knew that she wasn’t.



The new king was handsome, upright, possessed a formidable air that made one reluctant to impose upon him-- much as she had imagined. She’d longed to see him in life since much earlier. None could defeat him, and his name resounded across the land. How could anyone not admire him! Why should she fear him?



Her heart warm and her face still smiling, she slowly closed her eyes.



Luo! Luo! Luo!



Strange, there’d never been pheasants in the royal palace. What was going on? She wanted to get up and investigate, but sleep had already snuck up on her, leaving her unwilling to move. Never mind, who cares! she thought. Many people had left the palace earlier, during the battles. Maybe a few pheasants took the opportunity to creep in.



Sleep! she told herself. She needed to get up early tomorrow to fix his hair.



[bookmark: more]

---



Ji Jiang started each day by brushing the King of Qi’s hair-- he still insisted that he wasn’t king yet, but she insisted right back on using the title.



Like he’d told her, this King of Qi had no real schedule to his days. He read reports till deep into the night; often, a messenger would interrupt him in the middle of the night with some urgent military matter, and he’d get up and take care of it before returning to sleep. Ji Jiang found it strange that he still had energy left during the day to drill his troops.



In the end, Ji Jiang didn’t have the heart to stand by and watch him work himself to an early death; she took the initiative and organized his newly-arrived reports for him. When the King of Qi came in afterwards and flipped through them, he said, surprised: “Huh, I’ve never said anything about these to you before. How did you know which ones are urgent and which ones aren’t?”



Ji Jiang said: “I noticed that you always look through these ones first! Besides, you haven’t held Qi for long, so of course you’re going to read the military reports first and the civil reports second.”



The King of Qi nodded, impressed. “I didn’t realize that you know this sort of thing too, little girl!”



Ji Jiang proudly tilted up her chin. “You only realized now? I know how to do plenty of things, but you aren’t giving me any chances to show you. What else do you want me to do? Your wish is my command, Your Highness.”



The King of Qi said: “There’s not much else. I make all the final decisions, and it’s not something that others can help with... oh, right, I’m particularly busy these few days. How about you read reports to me while I’m eating, so I’ll have the time elsewhere to take care of a few more things?”



---



One day, at lunch, Ji Jiang was reading a report for the King of Qi as usual.



“Wait a second,” the King of Qi interrupted. He carefully blew at his spoonful of turnip stew. “I think you skipped a few sections. I recall that this person sends much longer reports than just that.”



Ji Jiang said: “There was more, but these were the points he was trying to get across.”



The King of Qi’s face darkened. “Don’t make that judgment for me! What if you left out something important? Read the original report for me right now.”



“This person rambled on and on!” Ji Jiang snapped. “There was so much useless rubbish, it took me a lot of work to get out the important bits. If you want to look at his natter, you can read it yourself! I’m not reading it!” She threw the bamboo scroll at his dining desk; it narrowly missed the King of Qi’s bowl of hot stew.



The King of Qi startled. Glaring at Ji Jiang, he picked up the scroll.



By the time he finished the introduction, the King of Qi’s brow was furrowing.



Ji Jiang watched him with smug schadenfreude.



The King of Qi, with supreme effort, finished the lengthy report. He raised his head to look at Ji Jiang, his expression puzzled.



Ji Jiang grinned. “What do you think? Was it worth the read?”



“Ji Jiang.” The King of Qin hesitated, then said. “When... when did you read this report?”



Ji Jiang said: “Just then. Why?”



“Just then? As in, when you read it to me?”



“Is there another ‘just then?’”



The King of Qi said: “You picked out his main points as you read along?”



Ji Jiang said: “Of course. It would take forever if I pondered everything over first. Aren’t you having me read these aloud to save time?”



The King of Qi looked at the report, then at Ji Jiang. After a while, he said: “Continue, then. Read them the same way as you did earlier.”



---



Even on his few idle days, the King of Qi didn’t go to cockfights and horseraces. He only practiced with his sword or played chess by himself. His chessboard wasn’t like other people’s, but overran with intersecting lines that made one’s head spin.



After watching him for a few days out of curiosity, Ji Jiang said: “Your Highness, what’s the fun in playing yourself! Can I join you?”



The King of Qi raised his head, smiling. “It’s a very complicated game. You wouldn’t understand it.”



Ji Jiang said: “Hmph! What’s so complicated about it? Isn’t it just based off the Eight Trigrams?”



The King of Qi seemed taken aback. “Very well, then. You can give it a try.”



Ji Jiang sat across from the King of Qi. Indignant at his condescension, she put all her effort into the game, determined to deflate him some.



Twenty-six turns later, she lost.



Ji Jiang glared at the hopeless chessboard, both angry and embarrassed. She couldn’t figure out how she’d lost so quickly. She reached out and stirred the pieces aside. “Forget this, I want a rematch. I was too careless then-- I should have played my seventeenth move at the Yu position.”[1]



The King of Qi grabbed her hand. “Ji Jiang!”



Ji Jiang raised her head. “Fine, I admit I lost! Give me another chance and let me play again.”



The King of Qi said: “It has nothing to do with that, Ji Jiang. Tell me, did anyone teach you how to play ‘the game of eight palaces?’”



“What eight palaces? I’ve never heard of it! And would I have lost so horribly to you if I’d been taught?”



The King of Qi silently examined Ji Jiang. Then he sighed.



Ji Jiang said: “Hey, Your Highness, you won. What’s there to sigh about?”



The King of Qi looked at her cherishingly. “I sigh that you were born a girl. Ai... little girl, do you have any idea how smart you are?”



---



Kuai Che, Li Zuoju, and the other advisers found that the King of Qi more and more frequently brought along the little hairdresser girl. She even listened in on their discussions of important military affairs, and the King of Qi at times sent her to fetch top secret documents as if it were the most natural thing in the world. They teased the King of Qi: “After all our persuasion earlier, you picked this one? We really can’t comprehend your taste, Your Highness.”



The King of Qi said: “Hey, get your mind out of the gutter! Didn’t you notice how young she is?“



Kuai Che said: “It’s not that, Your Highness. No matter what you’re using her for, you could have at least found someone more pleasing to the eye. There are more beautiful women in the Qi royal palace than clouds in the sky, but out of all of them, you only chose this ugly little servant girl.. Aren’t you afraid people will laugh at you?”



The King of Qi said: “Oh, you’re complaining that she’s ugly? Then it seems that I see differently from you. Like Jiufanggao, I ‘found the soul but forgot the substance, observed the inside but forgot the outside.’”[2]



Kuai Che watched Ji Jiang, busy with work in the distance. After a long time, he shook his head. “I looked every which way, inside and outside, but I still don’t see how she’s supposed to grow into any sort of beauty.”



The King of Qi laughed. “Like I said, I see differently from you! Didn’t you notice her eyes? Ever heard the saying ‘intelligence is revealed in the eyes and brows?’ This is it! I’m telling you, if this girl were a boy, you’d all--”



As he spoke, an attendant reported: “The messenger from the King of Han has arrived!” The King of Qi hurriedly called for him to enter.



The messenger entered. He was no other than Zhang Liang. The King of Qi greeted him with surprise and joy, mirrored by Zhang Liang himself.



The two sat and talked of past events. The topic then shifted to the King of Han’s edict, which officially bestowed the title of King of Qi upon Han Xin, and requested fifty thousand veteran troops to relieve the frontline at Guangwu.



The King of Qi readily agreed. He wrote out an order, asked Ji Jiang to bring him a troop transfer tally, and handed the two to Zhang Liang.



Li Zuoju’s displeasure showed on his face. He strode away without a word.



Kuai Tong didn’t move, but listened silently by their side, showing no visible signs of his thoughts or feelings.



The King of Qi and Zhang Liang discussed the situation at the frontline for a while longer. Then Zhang Liang stood and said: “The King of Han awaits my return message. I’ll need to hurry back. Forgive me for not staying longer.” Farewells concluded, he prepared to leave.



The King of Qi stood and sent him off. When he returned, Kuai Tong had left too.



Ji Jiang said: “Your Highness, are you close to this Zhang Liang?”



The King of Qi nodded. “Kindred souls are rare in this world, and Zhang Liang counts as one. It’s a pity we’ve had to part in such a hurry every time. We’ve never had the opportunity for a conversation side by side, rather than across from each other.”



Ji Jiang said: “From what I see, the only person he truly cares about is the King of Han. What’s the point of befriending him?”



The King of Qi said: “Of course he only truly cares about the King of Han when he owes him the debt of discovery. Besides, talents naturally appreciate one another. Our friendship has nothing to do with profit or gain.”



“‘Nothing to do with profit or gain?’” Ji Jiang scoffed. “Hah! Such a thing exists in this world? Isn’t the King of Han using your feelings to extort soldiers from you?”



The King of Qi smiled. “It’s only fifty thousand troops. Our relationship is worth more than that.”



Ji Jiang said: “Your Highness, being friendly with Zhang Liang is one thing, but the King of Han is a whole different deal. Don’t mix them up! The King of Han is petty and greedy and shameless-- you know that perfectly well. Why should you have to endure him? With your strength, you could have broken off from his faction long ago. Why do you still bow to him?”



The King of Qi said quietly: “There are some things you don’t understand.”



Ji Jiang stomped her foot. “Fine! I don’t understand! I don’t understand! You understand best! If I knew you’d be like this, I wouldn’t have bothered to give a speech! I reach out to help and the dog bites me!” She spun away and ran off.



“Hey, who are you calling a dog?” the King of Qi called after her. But Ji Jiang had already ran far away.



The King of Qi smiled and shook his head.



---



Even if Ji Jiang found some of the King of Qi’s actions incomprehensible, she still cared about his well-being, just as before. When that blasted pheasant started crowing in the middle of the night again, she was determined to catch it and save the overworked King of Qi from any more disturbances in his sleep.



She searched the palace for an entire night.



The next day, she couldn’t stop yawning as she combed the King of Qi’s hair. Smiling, the King of Qi said: “See? It’s too much for you, isn’t it? I told you long ago that I’m hard to take care of, but you didn’t believe me!”



Ji Jiang yawned again. “It’s not you who’s hard to take care of, but that pheasant.”



The King of Qi’s gaze shifted. “What did you say? What pheasant?”



Ji Jiang said: “The one that’s been calling all night lately. I didn’t want it to disturb your sleep, so I went looking for it last night...”



The King of Qi said: “But you couldn’t find it, correct?”



Ji Jiang said: ‘How did you know, Your Highness?”



The King of Qi turned and patted Ji Jiang’s hand. “You’ve worked too hard,” he said, gently smiling. “Go catch up on your sleep now. I won’t ask you to serve me today. In the future, don’t worry about that pheasant. You won’t be able to catch it.”



Ji Jiang happily returned to her own room and lay down on the bed.



The chance to catch up on lost sleep was nice, but her happiness came from the King of Qi’s consideration for her. Only, when she’d mentioned the pheasant, his expression had seemed strange. Why?



---



Xiang Yu was truly feeling the might of the Halberd-Bearer whom he’d so dismissed before.



His favored commander Long Ju had led an army two hundred thousand strong to retake Qi, and it had been wiped out in a day, its commander cut down in the field. Two hundred thousand! With Han Xin’s paltry army, if the two hundred thousand men had stuck out their necks and let them chop away, it should still have taken days! How had it happened?



But this wasn’t the time to investigate. He had to face reality and take other measures to salvage the situation.



Xiang Yu sent a diplomat named Wu She to the King of Qi, hoping to persuade him to defect, or at least remove himself from the conflict and establish himself as a third faction.



Wu She was no mean debater. He pulled out ample evidence to argue that, while the King of Han could share suffering, he would not share prosperity. And King Xiang and the King of Qi had a common past, one that could be renewed here and now, for the betterment of both parties. He gestured up and down, spoke until his throat was raw, convinced that his speech could move the heart of stone statues.



But the King of Qi simply replied: “When I served King Xiang, my highest office was Attendant, and my highest rank was Halberd-Bearer. He listened to none of my advice, used none of my strategies. That was why I deserted Chu for Han. The King of Han granted me the Commander-in-Chief’s seal and armies of tens of thousands. He gave me his own clothes, his own food, his full attention to all of my ideas. I wouldn’t be here today without him. Betraying someone who so trusts and relies on me invites the punishment of heaven. I can’t take your advice. Please convey my apologies to King Xiang."



After Wu She left, Kuai Che came.



Kuai Che was unusually dressed-- dark robes and a high cap, shoes of woven grass, a bamboo staff-- as if he were a wandering occultist. He spoke even more strangely: “Your Highness, do you want your fortune read?”



The King of Qi laughed. “What are you playing at, Sir Kuai? When did you learn this sort of thing, and how did I not know about it?”



Kuai Che said seriously: “A wise man taught his methods to me in my youth. If you don’t believe me, Your Highness, I can demonstrate.”



The King of Qi hid another laugh. “Very well. Then tell me, how do you read a fortune?”



Kuai Che said: “Worth lies in one’s bones, emotion lies in one’s countenance, success lies in one’s decisions. When all three are used in the examination of a person, there are no mistakes.”



The King of Qi nodded. “I suppose there’s some reason to what you say. In that case, can you tell me my fortune?”



Kuai Che looked around. “I want to speak to Your Highness alone.”



The King of Qi waved the others away. Ji Jiang left last, carefully closing the door behind her.



She felt that Kuai Che didn’t really intend to read the king’s fortunes, but only wanted to tell him something important.



A long while later, Kuai Che finally exited, brows furrowed, as if bearing a heavy heart. Silent, he passed by Ji Jiang on his way into the palace hall. The King of Qi, too, stood and headed in the same direction. When he saw her, he said: “Ji Jiang, you’re just in time. Follow me to the study.”



Ji Jiang obeyed. “Your Highness, what did Sir Kuai say to you?” she asked, curious.



“Oh, nothing much. He only read my fortune.”



Ji Jiang said: “Liar! Does reading a fortune take that long?”



The King of Qi said: “You can choose to believe it or not, but either way, all he did was read my fortune.”



Inwardly suspicious, Ji Jiang pouted and said nothing.



The King of Qi looked at her, smiling, as he stepped into the study. Ji Jiang followed, and the King of Qi told her to sit at the side. He took out his ink and brush and began to draw an illustration. He often paused to think as he drew, and even used a ruler and compass at points. Ji Jiang, curious, walked behind the King of Qi to look, but couldn’t tell what he was drawing. She could only sit back down and wait.



When he finished, the King of Qi handed the picture to Ji Jiang. “Find the best metalsmith in Linzi and tell him to make me a gold headdress based on this illustration. I don’t care how much it costs as long as the measurements are accurate. Can you remember that?”



Ji Jiang took the illustration and looked at it. The exterior shape was indeed that of a royal headdress, albeit quite intricate in detail. She rolled it up, her unhappiness showing on her face.



The King of Qi said: “Hey, it’s not hard work. Why do you look so upset?”



Ji Jiang said: “Your cryptic mysterious drawing was for this? I thought you were working on some important military matter! Your Highness, you’ve never cared about fancy clothes before!”



The King of Qi said: “I’ve started caring now. What, can’t I change my mind?”



Ji Jiang said: “Of course you can, you’re the king! But that doesn’t stop me from feeling disappointed in you.”



“Disappointed in me?” The King of Qi laughed. “Insubordination!”



Ji Jiang said: “Subordinate people don’t dare tell you the truth. I truly want the best for you. This is called ‘the words of the loyal are hard to hear.’”



The King of Qi again laughed. “Oh no, you’re bringing out the quotes! Enough, now. Hurry and take care of it for me!”



Ji Jiang unhappily walked toward the door, picture in hand. At the door, she suddenly turned. “Your Highness, was Kuai Che really reading your fortune?”



The King of Qi put away his brush and ink. “Yes, of course.”



Ji Jiang said: “Then what did he say about you?”



“He said: ‘When I read your face, I saw that you would hold no title higher than marquis, surrounded by perils,’” the King of Qi said. “‘When I read your back, I saw matchless greatness.’”



Ji Jiang was taken aback. “A face that indicates no more than marquis, but a back that indicates matchless greatness? What does that even mean--Ah! I get it!” She looked around, then said quietly, “Your Highness, he wasn’t trying to read your fortune. He was trying to tell you to turn your back on Han and declare your independence!”



The King of Qi said: ‘I know.”



Ji Jiang said: “You realized? Then what did you tell him?”



The King of Qi said: “I said that I’d consider it.”



“You can’t waste your time considering something like this back and forth!” Ji Jiang said frantically. “You have to decide, fast! In my opinion, you shouldn’t have given those fifty thousand veteran troops to Zhang Liang last time--”



The King of Qi said: “Oh, that’s a different matter. It was only right that I gave them to him.”



Even more frantically, Ji Jiang said: “How is that a different matter? If you’re going to compete with the King of Han for hegemony at some point, you should start weakening him and strengthening yourself early on. You can’t do it the other way around. Aren’t you making your future harder for yourself?”



The King of Qi said: “I have my reasons for acting as I have.”



Ji Jiang said: “What reasons?”



The King of Qi looked at Ji Jiang for a long while, then said: “Little girl, I call you little, but you seem you understand a lot of things. Very well, I’ll tell you. Maybe you’ll be able to understand. Have you heard of my past?”



Ji Jiang said: “Yes, I heard. They say you were born in poverty and walked a hard road to power. Your Highness, the heroes of history have always faced many obstacles. Now that you’ve succeeded, none of it was in vain.”



The King of Qi nodded. “Because of this, as you can imagine, I’m very grateful to the person who put his trust in me and gave me power. You’ve heard the story of ‘retreating three days’ march,’ right?”



Ji Jiang said: ‘Yes, I know that one. When Duke Wen of Jin was wandering in exile, King Cheng of Chu treated him well. Duke Wen later returned to his state and assumed power. When Jin and Chu met at the Battle of Chengpu, the Jin army retreated three days’ march, a total of ninety li, to repay the debt of gratitude to King Cheng.”



The King of Qi said: “I’m acting similarly. When I was named commander, I vowed in my heart that I wouldn’t wrong Han as long as Han doesn’t wrong me. I knew, too, that the King of Han is greedy and suspicious by nature, and playing minister to his king may end badly. But nonetheless, he gave me my first army. So I’d decided from the start: I would allow him to take from me three times without retaliation.”



Ji Jiang said: “Two times? Three... Ah! It’s been three times! Look, Your Highness. The first time was when he took your best troops after your conquered Wei and Dai. The second time was when he took your army at Xiuwu after you captured Zhao. The third time was when he sent Zhang Liang to take your veteran troops after you pacified Qi. Your Highness, you’ve let him go enough times! You can teach him a lesson now!”



The King of Qi smiled. “Enough, hurry and do your work!” he said with a wave of his hand.



The doubts in Ji Jiang’s heart melted away. She cheerfully left with the illustration.



---



At night, that blasted pheasant began again: Luo! Luo! Luo!



Ji Jiang charged outside.



She found nothing. Moonlight scattered on the cobbles, cool and insubstantial.



A meteor glided overhead.



Ji Jiang raised her head, watching it. The meteor dragged a thin band of light behind it, into the distance, where it gradually disappeared.



There’d been many similar meteors this year. She’d seen them flying above the royal palace on more than one night. For some reason, she felt uneasy.



As if to justify her premonition, strange events began to occur in the palace.



Things kept on disappearing, then gradually reappeared later in strange places: in corners, underneath the stove, in the garden. At times, they even returned to the same place where they’d begun. Other objects never reappeared.



Ji Jiang at first suspected a thief among the servants, but the missing objects were too random, and often relatively worthless: an incense burner, a mirror, a clay pot, a lamp. Why wouldn’t a thief target the most valuable items?



When the objects began to reappear, Ji Jiang thought it even odder. What kind of thief put back the things he stole?



She originally didn’t want to bother the King of Qi with such minor matters, but they were now too strange to ignore. Unexpectedly, when she told the king, he only said absentmindedly: “Ah, very well.”



Ji Jiang could tolerate the disappearance of a few knickknacks, but the appearance of a much larger object in the palace pushed her beyond her limits.



Early that morning, she’d drowsily approached the stables to check on Windchaser, the horse that the King of Qi planned to ride that day to the army’s drilling field.



At first glance, she’d thought she’d seen wrong.



She rubbed her eyes, looked again, and screamed, waking the nearby stablehands.



An astonished crowd gathered in front of the stall.



Two identical Windchasers stood in the stall, side by side! Their coats were equally white, their legs equally long and slim. Even their brand marks and bridles were the same.



This strange occurrence was soon reported to the King of Qi, who said: “Oh, ignore it, let the horses stay there.”



Ji Jiang couldn’t endure any longer. “Your Highness, I think there’s something wrong here.”



The King of Qi said: “What do you mean?”



Ji Jiang said: “I think there’s a spy in the palace!”



The King of Qi laughed. “Don’t be silly, would a spy send me a free horse?”



“Your Highness, can’t you be serious?” Ji Jiang said frantically. “If someone can sneak something as big as a horse into the royal palace without anyone noticing, then he can sneak into your bedchamber without anyone noticing! The Hegemon-King of Chu has a bounty of a thousand pounds of gold and a ten thousand household marquisate on your head! There’s a long line of people who want to kill you!”



The King of Qi said: “A thousand pounds of gold and a ten thousand household marquisate? My head is worth only that? Hai! That Xiang Yu still doesn’t respect me at all. When the time comes, watch me put the same price on his head!”



Ji Jiang stomped her foot in frustration. “Your Highness, what’s with you? I’m being serious, but you--”



The King of Qi took out his new gold headdress, beautifully crafted as promised. He raised it to his head for comparison, then called to Ji Jiang: “Come, help me with my hair. I want to try out this new headdress.”



Ji Jiang came with her yellow poplar-wood comb, unfastened the King of Qi’s old headdress, and loosened his hair. As she combed, she said: “Your Highness, why are you so preoccupied lately?”



“Hmm?” The King of Qi fiddled with the gold headdress in his hands. “How did you know?”



Ji Jiang pulled out a hair. The King of Qi yelped and said: ‘What are you doing?”



Ji Jiang held the hair in front of the King of Qi’s face. “Look, Your Highness, your hair’s already turning white! I’ve never seen you so worn in spirit before. Your Highness, what’s wrong? Can I help?”



The King of Qi took the white hair and looked at it, before turning to shift his gaze towards Ji Jiang. His eyes held something complicated. “You have a good heart, little girl. But don’t worry for me. I won’t be preoccupied for much longer.”



Ji Jiang turned his head back into position and continued combing his hair. “Just what is this about? Can you tell me?”



The King of Qi resumed fiddling with the golden headdress. “I... maybe I’ll tell you in the future.”



A frantic chamberlain came in to report that, of the two horses in the stall, only one remained.



“Very well,” the King of Qi said without stilling his hands. “You can return to your post now!”



Ji Jiang froze.



The King of Qi said: “Hey, how come you’re not combing anymore? You aren’t done yet. Continue!”



“No, this is serious, Your Highness,” Ji Jiang said. “You need to change the palace guards. What has this place become? Someone’s able to get something as large as a horse in and out at will! How are you supposed to live here?”



The King of Qi said: “Ai, isn’t it just a horse? It’s nothing! Don’t worry. Keep combing, and fasten this headdress on there for me. I want to see how it looks.”



Deeply worried, Ji Jiang tied the King of Qi’s topknot. “Your Highness, what’s with you? This is huge. Why aren’t you remotely concerned?”



“Hai!” said the King of Qi. “You were worrying that we gained a horse, and now you’re worried that we lost a horse. What’s the point? We had exactly one Windchaser to begin with. Isn’t this normal?”



Ji Jiang fastened the gold headdress for the King of Qi. “Your Highness, I wasn’t talking about the horse. I was talking about you. You... you’ve changed, recently. Have you yourself realized?”



The King of Qi said: “Oh? I’ve changed? How? I don’t feel any different.”



“You don’t care about the things you should care about,” Ji Jiang said, “but you care about the things you shouldn’t carry about. Your Highness, you... what exactly have you concerned yourself with?”



“Hey, what should I care about? What shouldn’t I care about? These are your judgments, and you can’t force them on me. Here, move the mirror a little closer.”



Ji Jiang stood in front of the King of Qi with the mirror in her hands. “So many people change when they gain the authority of kings. Your Highness, I hope--”



“A little higher, yes.” The King of Qi faced the mirror, admiring his new headdress. “Do you think I’m that sort of person?”



--------------------------------------



Notes:



I think one of the themes of this novel is that all kings are mentally unstable except possibly for the ones who die and/or get demoted quickly. 






[1] Yu is one of the sixty-four hexagrams of the Book of Changes.






[2] Jiufanggao lived during the Spring and Autumn Period, and was famed for 
his knowledge of horses. Bo Yue recommended him to Duke Mu of Qin, who 
sought a "thousand-li horse." After three months of searching, 
Jiufanggao reported to Duke Mu that he'd found a yellow mare of that 
high quality. However, when Duke Mu sent men to pick it up, they found 
that the horse was a black stallion. Duke Mu was displeased and 
complained to Bo Yue, who answered that Jiufanggao was so skilled that 
he saw straight past to the horse's very nature without even noticing 
its appearance. When the horse was tested, it was indeed a peerless 
mount.
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Ji Jiang II








In April, a visitor arrived at the palace. His face was thin and his clothes were black from head to toe, and he exuded an air of cool detachment.




He called himself “the Guest of Canghai.”




The King of Qi treated his chilly guest with the utmost courtesy, ushering him into the inner palace to speak. But the black-robed man seemed to treat the King of Qi exceedingly discourteously-- no, with astonishing contempt.



Once he’d sat down, his first words were: “Very good, it seems my master didn’t misjudge you. In less than three years, you’ve already achieved considerable progress.”



Ji Jiang, attending them from the corner of the room, gaped. How dared this person talk like that to His Highness?



But the King of Qi didn’t seem to object. “All granted by your exalted master, of course. I’ll have to express my gratitude in deeds. Did you bring the diagram?”



Ji Jiang grew more and more astonished as she listened.



The black-robed man said: “Here it is.” He took out a rolled-up picture of some sort and laid it on the table, followed by a smaller scroll. “The plan has changed somewhat. First help me find these items.”



The King of Qi took the scroll and unrolled it. “What do you need these things for? They aren’t used in construction.”



The black-robed man said: “There’s been a mishap. My master has lost a certain important item and needs these raw materials to recreate it. The materials are considerable in variety and require high purity of composition, and collecting them could prove bothersome. But you’re the ruler of a nation now, after all. It shouldn’t be too difficult.”



The King of Qi thought for a while, then said: “I’ll need time.”



The black-robed man said: “Will two years suffice?”



The King of Qi nodded. “That’ll work.”



The black-robed man said: “My master won’t make you toil for nothing. When his greater plans succeed, he’ll grant you additional recompense.”



The King of Qi said: “That won’t be necessary. He’s given me enough already.”



The black-robed man said: “Then you can begin work, yes?”



The King of Qi said: “I have an additional request.”



“What request?” asked the black-robed man.



The King of Qi said: “Tell me why!”



“What do you mean?”



The King of Qi pointed at the rolled-up diagram on the desk. “The reason for this construction project.”



“I’ve told you before: mere mortals cannot conjecture as to the workings of the divine!” the Guest of Canghai said darkly. “You only need to do as you’re told.”



“But I must know!” the King of Qi insisted.



The black-robed man’s gaze turned harsh. “So you can renege on your deal?”



The King of Qi said: “No, I only want to know why. It’s for the sake of the project.”



The black-robed man asked “What do you mean?”



The King of Qi said: “I can’t undertake such a massive construction project without some sort of justification for my people.”



The black-robed man said: “With your current power and reputation, you don’t need to justify anything to anyone.”



“Perhaps,” said the King of Qi, “but you forgot something.”



The black-robed man said: “What?”



The King of Qi said: “Even the most powerful king eventually grows old.”



The black-robed man stilled.



“This project will take a long time,” the King of Qi continued. “I can control the present, but I can’t make any guarantees for the future. Tell me why! That way, I can come up with a longer-term plan to ensure the work is continued.”



The black-robed man shook his head. “I apologize. It’s not that I’m unwilling to tell you, but that I myself don’t know. My master never told me.”



The King of Qi said: “Very well, then. Tell your master: I want to see him.”



The black-robed man’s whole body stiffened. “What... what did you say?”



The King of Qi said: “I want to see your master and ask him in person. Maybe he’ll tell me why.”



The black-robed man wore a strange expression, as if he’d seen something incomprehensible. “Are... are you sure? Do you truly wish to see my master?”



“Yes,” said the King of Qi. “Please relay to him: no matter how deep or difficult his motives, I believe I’ll be able to understand it. I would like him to try.”



The black-robed man examined the King of Qi for a long while, then nodded. “I can repeat your request to my master, but I can’t promise anything. I’ll bring you his response next month.” He stood and began to walk away.”



“Wait,” the King of Qi said. “There’s something else I want to ask.”



The black-robed man turned his head. His cold face showed a trace of anger. “If this is about the construction again, I hope you won’t--”



The King of Qi said: “No, it has nothing to do with the construction. I wanted to ask some things about you yourself. Only out of curiosity, mind you. It’s fine if you choose not to answer.”



“About me?” The black-robed man seemed taken aback. “What do you want to know?”



The King of Qi said: “I remember you said that you, too, were only an ordinary person.”



The black-robed man said: “That’s correct.”



The King of Qi asked: “Then how did you come to follow your master?”



The black-robed man’s gaze suddenly grew melancholic. It was a long time before he said: “He was an associate of my great-grandfather’s. I admired him, and so chose to pursue him.” The black-robed man’s few short sentences inexplicably seemed to hold a sense of bygone time, of loss and change.



The King of Qi was taken aback at his tone of voice.



The black-robed man looked at him and sighed softly. He said: “I will leave now. Young man, your talent far exceeds the ordinary, and your future holds endless potential. Be careful. Don’t forget what I said: you cannot renege on a deal with a god. Otherwise, what he allows you to gain, he can also take away.” He turned and left.



Ji Jiang looked at the black-robed man’s retreating back, then at the King of Qi, still seated, deep in thought. She felt as if she’d just woken from a dream.
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The King of Qi began sending men to find and purchase strange materials: cinnabar, realgar, plumbago, crystal quartz, lead, mica, monazite... some in vast quantities at a time, others only in minute amounts. He kept them sorted into piles in the western palace wing.



As the King of Qi busied himself with these matters, Kuai Che requested another audience. He again spent hours in a private room discussing something with the King of Qi.



When Kuai Che left afterwards, Ji Jiang, who’d stood guard outside the door, hurried after him. “Sir Kuai, Sir Kuai!”



Kuai Che paused in his steps and turned back. “What is it? Did the king call for me again?”



Ji Jiang said: “No, I wanted to ask you something. Sir Kuai, I know what you and the King of Qi talked about. I only want to ask, did the king agree?”



Kuai Che laughed: “What do you understand, little girl?” He turned to leave.



Ji Jiang said: “Weren’t you just trying to make him declare independence from Han?”



Kuai Che froze. He turned back. “What did you say?”



Ji Jiang’s mouth twitched. “What are you so worried about? I’m not going to tell. I’m of the same opinion as you. I tried to persuade the king too, but I wasn’t sure if he actually decided. Sir, what did the king say earlier? Did he agree?”



Kuai Che looked at Ji Jiang and sighed. “Little girl, no wonder the king said you were different from other girls. But did you really fail to notice what the king’s been so busy with lately?”



Ji Jiang said: “What? All I know is that he keeps asking around about all sorts of strange substances. He’s using the entire west palace wing to store it all. They don’t seem to have any military purposes.”



Kuai Che said: “Military purposes? Hah! Cinnabar, realgar, lead-- aren’t they substances used in alchemy?”



His words struck Ji Jiang numb. When she at last recovered, she shook her head violently. “No! It can’t be! The king isn’t that sort of person. He wouldn’t do something so insane!”



Kuai Che said: ‘I didn’t believe it either, and I’ve known him for longer than you! But look at the way he acts now. He barely pays attention when you speak to him. I don’t know what he’s thinking inside. Ai... he wasn’t like this before! Right, Ji Jiang, you’re always by the king’s side. Do you recall if he’s come into contact with any occultists or the such lately?”



“No,” Ji Jiang said. “Oh, a few days ago, a black-robed man came, all cold and mysterious. He called himself ‘the Guest of Canghai.’ He and the king talked for a long time about things I couldn’t understand. Only, I don’t remember him saying anything about alchemy or anything.”



“Isn’t that enough?” Kuai Che stamped his foot. “Do you think occultists open with their nonsense about alchemy and immortality? These people are crafty. They’ll circle and dodge around the topic, and when you finally fall into their trap, you won’t even realize it! Ai! His Highness is the sort of wise ruler who comes once a generation. How could he...”



The more Ji Jiang heard, the more she feared.



Kuai Che walked away, sighing and shaking his head.



Ji Jiang entered the private chamber, where the King of Qi sat in a daze.



“Your Highness,” Ji Jiang said.



The King of Qi made an absent-minded noise of affirmation. He didn’t turn to look at her.



Worried, Ji Jiang walked over and sat across from the King of Qi, watching him.



She waited a long time before the King of Qi seemed to suddenly notice her presence. “Oh, Ji Jiang. Are you here for something?”



Ji Jiang said: “Your Highness, have you considered Kuai Che’s words?”



“Oh, that?” The King of Qi smiled. “A minor matter, nothing more. I have other things to consider at this time. I’ll get around to it after I’m done with them.” His gaze drifted away from her, and he again fell into a daze.



Ji Jiang looked at the King of Qi. She wanted to say something, but didn’t know what to say. She sat for a while longer, frustrated and upset. In the end, she could only stand up and head for the door.



Absorbed in his thoughts, the King of Qi didn’t even notice that she’d left.



---



Ji Jiang sat by the garden pond, dully looking at her own reflection: a girl, swarthy and skinny and small, plain of face. Her only redeemable feature was her large, bright eyes, but they held a melancholy unbefitting to her age. Weeping willows and artificial hills stood by the pond’s side, casting lovely reflections upon the waters. Only her reflection was ugly. Ai!



How could a graceful, imposing king like him care about a girl as ugly as her? But she cared about him... King of Qi, King of Qi, just what’s going on in your head? She sighed, planning to leave.



Suddenly, she froze, staring at the reflections in the water.



The artificial hill across from her was reflected in the pond, and on the hill stood two people. One wore a golden headdress like the King of Qi-- but she’d just seen the King of Qi in his private chamber, lost in thought. The other was small and thin. She couldn’t see the figure clearly, but it gave her a terrible premonition.



She inhaled and slowly raised her head.



On the artificial hill opposing her, the King of Qi stood, his arm around the shoulders of a small, thin, girl. The girl was swarthy and skinny and short, plain of face, but her eyes were large and bright.



She felt as if her blood had frozen in her veins-- that girl could be her own mirror reflection!



That “King of Qi” began to speak. The day was clear, and their surroundings were silent. She could hear every word.



“Do you understand?”



I understand, Ji Jiang screamed internally, shaking. I understand!



Sacrificing the plum to preserve the peach tree!



Stealing the sky and replacing the sun!



“I understand,” that other “her” said, nodding.



Heavens, even the voice was the same.



Ji Jiang moaned and collapsed.



Just before she lost consciousness, she dimly noticed a flash of light.



---



When she woke, the King of Qi sat at her bedside.



“Are you feeling better?” the King of Qi asked anxiously. “Yes? I’ll help you sit up. The physician said you received a strong shock and prescribed some medicine. It’s finished brewing now.”



Ji Jiang nodded and managed to sit up with effort. The King of Qi tucked a pillow behind her back, carried over the bowl of medicine, and fed her with the spoon himself.



Ji Jiang’s teeth wouldn’t stop chattering as she drank, knocking at the spoon and splattering medicine onto the King of Qi’s brand-new silken robes. When she was done, the King of Qi set down the bowl and wiped the corner of Ji Jiang’s mouth with a cloth, then dabbed at his robes. “What happened?” he asked. “You fainted for no apparent reason by the pond. You gave me a big scare.”



Ji Jiang sat there dazedly. Slowly, she said: “I... I saw...”



Suddenly, she burst into tears and threw herself against the King of Qi. “Your Highness, I’m scared... I’m really, truly, scared...” she managed between sobs.



The King of Qi patted her back. “Don’t be afraid. You can tell me everything slowly. I’m the King of Qi. There’s nothing we can’t deal with.”



“No, not this time.” Ji Jiang sobbed. “This time, even you can’t do anything. They... they have a horse identical to Windchaser, and... a person identical to you, and... and a person identical to me. I know what they’re trying to do. They can’t beat you in battle, so... so they have to use treachery. They know everyone barely dares to look at you, that no one would wonder if you’ve been replaced. Only... only I act like you’re just another person, and... and only Windchaser can recognize the person, not the clothes and headdress. Your Highness, I’m scared... what if, someday, they secretly replace us all? No one would notice. No one would realize if we all died... Your Highness, Your Highness, what do we do?”



The King of Qi was silent for a long time. Suddenly, he smiled radiantly. “Ji Jiang, I understand. Don’t cry, it’s fine, it’s all fine, believe me.”



Ji Jiang looked at the King of Qi with tear-blurred eyes. “Your Highness...”



“It’s fine,” the King of Qi said. “Go to sleep. Nothing will happen, don’t worry. And I can promise you that you’ll know what’s going on at some point in the future. Sleep!” He pulled the blanket over Ji Jiang.



But Ji Jiang shrank away from him, her still-damp eyes wary.



The King of Qi was taken aback, but his expression soon changed to a smile. “You suspect that I’ve been replaced? I should be the one suspecting that you’ve been replaced! I’ve only ever told you about the fortune Kuai Che told for me. He said: ‘When I read your face, I saw that you would hold no title higher than marquis, surrounded by perils...’”



“‘When I read your back, I saw matchless greatness.’” Ji Jiang laughed, embarrassed.



The King of Qi gently patted her cheek. “You have a fine memory, little girl. Now be good and sleep. Don’t let your imagination get the better of you.”



Easy to say, but hard to do. Her thoughts whirled wildly in her head for a long time before she finally fell asleep. One nightmare after another followed. She dreamt of thousands, tens of thousands of identical Windchasers crowded into the stables, and her desperate, futile attempts to find the real one; of the King of Qi, who smiled at her gently, then reached up and slowly tore the skin off of his own face in one continuous piece, revealing the frozen, pale countenance of a stranger; of the royal palace reduced to overgrown ruins, and pheasants idly foraging amongst the weeds. She stood among them, alone and fearful...



In May, that cold, thin man in black returned.



Ever since Kuai Che’s warning, Ji Jiang had felt strong antipathy towards this black-robed man. But the King of Qi treated him courteously like before, and Ji Jiang could only force down her dislike and watch.



“My master agrees,” the black-robed man said. “I’ve relayed your words to him, and he seems to have developed an interest in you. He’s more than happy to meet you.”



The King of Qi looked as if he’d expected this outcome. “When? Can I go today?”



The black-robed man said: “Yes, although we won’t be able to arrive there today. We’ll reach the shore at most.”



“The shore?” the King of Qi asked.



The black-robed man said: “My master lives on an island in the sea.”



The King of Qi nodded in realization. “No wonder all your pseudonyms have something to do with the sea. Where along the coast do we need to go to first?”



“Zhifu,” the black-robed man said.



The more Ji Jiang heard, the more suspicious she grew.



As the King of Qi ordered the carriage prepared, Ji Jiang came over and whispered: “Your Highness, don’t go.”



“Why?” he asked.



Ji Jiang said: “The Guest of Canghai seems shady to me.”



“Oh?” The King of Qi turned towards her. “What’s wrong?”



Ji Jiang said: “He’s leading you down a path of darkness.”



“A path of darkness?”



Ji Jiang said: “The First Emperor walked it before you when he tried to find immortals upon the seas.”



“Huh,” the King of Qi said thoughtfully.



“Your Highness, of all the mountains the First Emperor visited during his eastern tours, he went to Zhifu most often. He even left two steles there to praise his own deeds, we people of Qi all know. His voyages, not to mention the expeditions he sent Xu Fu, Lu Sheng, and Hou Sheng on, set off from there more times than any other place. Your Highness, I have a bad feeling about this. Please don’t go.”



The King of Qi patted Ji Jiang’s hair, then her cheek. “Don’t worry,” he laughed. “I’m not the First Emperor.”



The King of Qi left, saying that it would take a number of days before he could return. By coincidence, Kuai Che came looking for him on the second day.



Ji Jiang awkwardly told him that the King of Qi had gone out to sea with the Guest of Canghai. In response, Kuai Che sighed heavenward: “The will of heaven! The will of heaven! His majesty took that step in the end. Ji Jiang, when he returns, tell him that I can’t serve him anymore. Let him do as he pleases!”



Ji Jiang grabbed Kuai Che’s sleeve. “Sir Kuai, Sir Kuai, don’t leave! Try again! You’re so good with words. If even you can’t persuade the King of Qi away from his course, who can?”



Kuai Che shook his head. “Even the wisest ruler can’t be saved once he takes this step.”



Ji Jiang knelt with tears in her eyes. “Sir Kuai, don’t give up on him! Try again!”



Kuai Che looked at Ji Jiang, sighed, and helped her up. “The King of Qi judged you correctly, it seems. It’s a pity he isn’t so clearsighted when it comes to himself. Ai, give me a blank scroll, then. I’ll leave a few words for the King of Qi.”



Sobbing, Ji Jiang brought him a scroll. When Kuai Che finished, he handed it back to her. He shook his head once again, sighed, and left.



A few steps later, he suddenly paused. For a moment, he stood, then turned back.



A glimmer of hope surfaced in Ji Jiang’s heart. “Sir Kuai?”



Kuai Che said: “Ji Jiang. Relay to the king that my words about his face and back weren’t purely empty rhetoric. I really do know a little of feature-reading. His Five Peaks[1]
 are generous, but his brows are like blades, a sign of great disaster hidden within great fortune. Ai! He’s the worthiest master I’ve found in all my life. It’s a pity...”



---



When the King of Qi finally returned, he looked exhausted. He didn’t say much, but simply walked in, lay down on his bed, and stared blankly at the ceiling.



Ji Jiang said: “Your Highness, Sir Kuai has... has left.”



The King of Qi said: “Oh, is that so?” His gaze didn’t leave the ceiling.



“He left you this.” Ji Jiang handed the scroll to the King of Qi.



The King of Qi took it, scanned the text, and threw it aside. “Hai! What does that Kuai Che think I’m doing?” He fell back into his daze.



Ji Jiang picked up the scroll and numbly read its contents: “He who is more brilliant and valiant than his ruler brings danger upon himself. He whose achievements tower over the world is not rewarded. What shall be your resting place? Is alchemy your defense of choice against your doom? I hope that you, sir, reconsider.” She looked up at the King of Qi. “Your Highness,” she said. “He also wanted me to relay something else to you.” She repeated Kuai Che’s words about his feature-reading.



The King of Qi made a vague noise of acknowledgement. She wasn’t sure if he’d taken it in.



A long stretch of silence passed. Then the King of Qi suddenly said: “Ji Jiang, I recall you once told me you’d read the Spring and Autumn Annals?”



Ji Jiang, taken aback, said: “Yes.”



The King of Qi said: “Then have you read the Book of Documents?”[2]

    

    
        Ji Jiang III
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Ji Jiang III









In July, Zhang Liang came once again as the King of Han’s envoy to Qi.
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“The King of Han fought a battle at Guling against Xiang Yu,” Zhang Liang said. “It went poorly. We’ve retreated to the safety of the city walls for the moment. The King of Han wishes to ask you, is the kingdom of Qi sufficiently pacified by now? Can you now help him eliminate Xiang Yu?”




The King of Qi calculated each side’s strength, then said: “The Chu army is mighty. To fully destroy it, we need an absolute advantage in numbers.”




Zhang Liang said: “The King of Han plans to join with you and Peng Yue and attack Xiang Yu together. He’ll give you the position of Grand Marshal and command of all three armies. Will that be enough?”




The King of Qi said: “Yes. Even if it were still insufficient, I can make up for the difference with formations. It should prove enough to defeat Xiang Yu.”




“Good!” Zhang Liang said. “If you raise your troops and destroy Western Chu, the King of Han has decreed: ‘All the territory of Chu east of Chen[1] till the ocean I shall add to the holdings of the King of Qi, with all due tallies and seals, until the end of all time.” Zhang Liang handed the Grand Marshal’s tiger tally to the King of Qi.




The King of Qi bowed and accepted it, then said: “Zifang, don’t hurry off this time. The stage is set, and I’m confident that we can destroy Western Chu in the near future. Come, let’s drink and talk till the late hours of the night!”




Zhang Liang laughed. “I’ll welcome the talking part, but not the drinking part. Of late, I’ve been practicing the Daoist ways of self-betterment and restraint. I can’t touch wine.”




“You’re joking!” said the King of Qi. “You’re entangled in war and dust and politics. How does Daoism remotely suit you? Come, let’s drink. Ji Jiang, have them bring out a few vats of the good--”




Zhang Liang said: “I’m not joking. I really do follow the practices.”




The King of Qi was taken aback. “You’re really a practicing Daoist?”




“Truly,” said Zhang Liang.




The King of Qi looked Zhang Liang over from head to toe. “Why?”




Zhang Liang said: “You know that my health is poor.”




The King of Qi could only stare. In the end, he shook his head. “I don’t understand you. How about I get you a bit of fruit wine, then? The fruit wine of Qi is sweet and clear, as far from mortal smoke as you can get. It won’t interfere with your practices.”




Nonetheless, at the dinner banquet, Zhang Liang only let Ji Jiang pour a single, shallow cup. Despite all the delicacies on the table, he ate only a few mouthfuls of simple vegetables. He touched nothing containing garlic or ginger.




Unable to sit by and watch any longer, the King of Qi said: “Zifang, Daoist practices or not, you can’t starve yourself like this. You know how the King of Han depends on you. You carry a heavy burden. If you don’t eat enough, your body won’t stand this.




Zhang Liang said: “It’s enough. I haven’t touched wine for years; I break custom tonight for your sake. I’m practicing Chisongzi’s branch of Daoism, after all. In the later stages, one is supposed to abstain from grain.”




Listening from the side, Ji Jiang startled. “Abstain from grain? Then is there anything you can eat?”




The King of Qi, too, was astonished. “Zifang, life is short. What’s the point of putting yourself through such suffering?”




Zhang Liang smiled a little. “Suffering? It depends on how you look at it.” He took a light sip of wine. “In my youth, my family took me to the renowned feature-reader Xu Fu to learn my fortune. ‘This child’s features are too fine,’ she told us. ‘He will possess exceptional gifts, but little good fortune.’ She advised my family that some scrapes and hard knocks during my childhood would do me good, but how could my family allow that? My family, one of the great clans, provider of chancellors to five generations of Hann rulers. How could they let others say that they couldn’t even raise a child properly? In the end, I was clothed in silks and ate from jade plates, and gold was as common to me as dirt. I lived a comfortable childhood, but not a comfortable adulthood: frail, sickly, a life of flight and exile. I’d used up my little good fortune early on, leaving nothing but hardships for the rest of my life. I know to conserve and appreciate nowadays. And I truly feel that my health has improved greatly since I began regulating my food and drink.”




The King of Qi, taken aback, shook his head. “How did you come up with such a ridiculous argument? By your reasoning, every heir and princeling is doomed to a later life of suffering.”




“Not for certain,” Zhang Liang said. “Some people are born with more good fortune than others, and I happen to be born with a smaller share.”




“Nonsense!” the King of Qi laughed. “Look for the reasons behind your hardships. You gave the First Emperor a whack at Bolang Sands, which forced you to go into a life of flight and exile, which strained your health! What does that have to do with fortune?”




Zhang Liang said: “But if I weren’t born to a great family, exalted by the grace of my state, would I have tried to assassinate Qin Shihuang? Would an ordinary Hann commoner have done such a thing?”




“Nonsense,” said the King of Qi. “All nonsense.”




Zhang Liang smiled gently. “Perhaps. Who can know the shadowy workings of the world? The chain of cause and effect I spoke of may only be my own conjecture, and far from the true causes and effects.”




The King of Qi said: “You’re getting more and more arcane. This is the problem with smart people! Once your thoughts take a few turns off the main road, you’re even harder to pull back than stupid people. You have to make a simple matter complicated, and come up with a meticulous explanation for it all too. Never mind, I won’t argue with you over this. Speaking of Bolang Sands, I do have something I want to ask you-- since a long time ago, really, but I was afraid you’d take it the wrong way.”




Surprised, Zhang Liang said: “Ask away.”




The King of Qi said: “Everyone says that you smashed one of Qin Shihuang’s accompanying carriages to bits with a one hundred and twenty catty hammer. But you don’t seem like you’d have the strength to truss up a chicken. How could you carry such a heavy weapon? And even if you could, you’d either have to attack from the high ground or strike at close range. That requires either mountainous terrain with peaks and valleys, or rugged, dense wilderness for concealment. I’ve been to Bolang Sands a few years ago, during a campaign. The terrain was flat enough to ride across-- there were a few low dunes for obstacles, but no real trees, even. At the time, I couldn’t help but wonder how you could have staged your assassination there. How to hide beforehand. How to strike. How to escape if it didn’t succeed. They say I fight crooked, but there, I racked my brain for a way and couldn’t find one. Ai, tell me, what brilliant scheme did you use?”




Zhang Liang turned his wine-cup back and forth in his hand. He sighed, then said: “At last, someone has thought to ask me these questions.”




“No one’s asked you this before?” the King of Qi said, incredulous.




Zhang Liang said: “Do you think everyone has your strategic mind and attention to detail? Country bumpkins and farmwives will spin a tale to explain even the most inexplicable things. I’ve heard one man deep in his cups tell everyone that I’d hired a warrior of superhuman strength, eighty feet tall, with a waist twenty handspans around. Would such a creature even be human?”




Ji Jiang snickered.




“I could use such a warrior to help me take cities,” the King of Qi laughed. “It would save me the trouble of building siege ladders.”




Zhang Liang laughed too. “I can’t blame people for failing to guess the truth, I fear. Looking back, I myself can’t help but wonder if my experiences were nothing more than a dream.”




His smile faded, and for a moment he was silent in thought. Slowly, he said: “I will have to start from the fall of my homeland. I’ve mentioned before, my family members have served as chancellors to five rulers of Hann. My grandfather was chancellor to Marquis Zhao of Hann, then King Xuanhui and King Xiang’ai; my father was chancellor to King Li and King Daohui. Exalted by the grace of our state. I would sacrifice anything for Hann. Even if I could not resurrect my state, I thought, I would avenge it by slaying the tyrant.




“I dismissed our household’s three hundred or so servants, sold family estates worth tens of thousands. When my younger brother died, I gave him no funeral or tomb worthy of him, in my dedication to finding heroes to help me in my assassination attempt. Everyone called me mad, that I would waste so much family property on a fool’s quest. Perhaps they were right. Years before, Crown Prince Dan of Yan had used his influence over a nation to arrange his assassination attempt, and it had ended in failure. How could I, a pampered, sheltered princeling from a fallen state, succeed where he had failed? And I had heard, too, that ever since Jing Ke and Gao Jianli’s failed assassination attempts, Qin Shihuang had grown wary of the people of the other six states, and had tightened his guard even further. Even if I debased myself and sold myself as a palace servant, I would have no hope of approaching him. 




“I knew perfectly well that killing Qin Shihuang was a task of monumental difficulty, but I made that choice nonetheless. I was young: I’d held no office in Hann, sheltered no important visitors under my roof, lacked the personal prestige to raise an army. All I could do for Hann was kill a man.




“I searched all the land under heaven, far and wide in the four directions. I walked many roads and suffered many hardships, and nearly died a few times. I didn’t resent the hardships. All I resented was, why couldn’t I find someone who could help me realize my dreams?




“Finally, one day, heaven took pity on me and allowed me to meet a certain man in Huaiyang. He called himself the Gentleman of Canghai--”




The King of Qi startled. “What did you say he was called?”




“The Gentleman of Canghai,” repeated Zhang Liang. “Why?”




“The Gentleman of Canghai...” the King of Qi murmured. “The Gentleman of the East Sea... the Guest of Canghai... surely it can’t be coincidence? No, no...” Suddenly, he asked: “What did he look like?”




Zhang Liang said: “His face wasn’t remarkable, just... cold and distant. And he wore black--”




“Ah,” the King of Qi cried. He stood and said: “Wait here,” then rushed into his inner rooms. A moment later, he returned with a rolled-up silk illustration in his hand. He spread it out on his desk. “Does he look familiar?”




“Yes, it’s him!” Zhang Liang said faintly. “It’s him! I recognize that cold, detached air of his... but why would you have a picture of him?”




The King of Qi rolled up the silk and gave him a small smile. “This one has been a busy man. Going into more detail would take a while. Interestingly, all whom he contacts seem to be people out of the ordinary. Clearly, you belong to that group, if he found you. But I digress. Continue! I’m finding your story more and more interesting.”




Zhang Liang said: “We met in a very odd manner. That day, I was sitting alone in an inn with the knowledge that my money was running out, worrying about the quest that still lay in front of me. Suddenly, a black-robed man pushed open the door and entered. I can swear that I’d never seen him before, but inexplicably, upon seeing me, he called out my name without hesitation. He could help me complete my ‘great quest,’ he told me.




“At that moment, it struck me that he was the hero I was looking for! So I asked him nothing and knelt in front of him. I told him, if he could help me succeed, I would pay any price, follow any instructions, without hesitation or regret.




“When he helped me up, he saw my face. He paused, then stepped back, examining me up and down. He looked disappointed. ‘No, it won’t work,’ he said. ‘You have a woman’s face. I fear that people won’t learn to respect you when the time comes... ai, a pity...’ He took a few more steps back, then sat, still looking at me. He sighed.




“His words confused me. I wanted to ask questions, but didn’t dare. He sat there, seemingly lost in his thoughts. Now and then, he would mutter to himself: ‘We must seek that one, then... but... ai!” Now and then, he raised his head and looked back at me. “Hmm... if we arrange it thus, it could work... we could at least take the opportunity to provoke him...




“The more I listened, the more confused I became. But he suddenly stood and said to me: ‘Tomorrow morning, I will look for you here. Don’t leave before then.’ With these parting words, he walked away.




“The next day, he arrived at the specified time with a tall, heavy package. When he opened it, I saw a long object made out of some blackish material, pointed at one end. Its shape was strange-- not quite a hammer, nor a sword. I didn’t understand what it was. He told me, very seriously, that it was an ancient device of supernatural power, capable of striking enemies from a thousand li away. I must use it wisely. He gave me detailed instructions on how to use it. I memorized them, but I couldn’t dispel the questions in my heart.




“He next gave me a map. Two months later, he told me, Qin Shihuang would begin his next tour of his empire, and the map showed the route he would take. I could use it to decide where I would attempt my assassination. As I listened, my doubts grew. Qin Shihuang was infamous for his paranoia. He didn’t even allow his attendants to reveal his movements in his Xianyang palace and park, on pain of death. How could this black-robed man possibly have obtained an itinerary of his tour two months in advance?




“I was full of questions, but once he finished his instructions, he strolled away. I hurried after him and asked his name; ‘the Gentleman of Canghai,’ he said, without even turning his head. Obviously a pseudonym, I knew, but I had no opportunities to inquire further. I never saw him again after that.




“I followed the map, visiting locations along the route, and finally decided upon Bolang Sands. If that Gentleman of Canghai had been truthful, it would be the best place for an assassination.




“I wanted terrain flat enough to ride across. I wanted terrain with no hazards or obstacles. Others may need places of concealment for their assassination attempts, but I didn’t. I hid myself ten li away from the main road. Who could find me? Once I struck, who could catch me? If I hadn’t so badly wanted to see the destruction of my nemesis with my own eyes, I could have waited even further away.




“An eternity later, Qin Shihuang’s entourage arrived, vast and seemingly endless, even from my distant vantage point. I forced myself to remain calm, raised that divine instrument, and aimed it as the Gentleman of Canghai had taught me. To my astonishment, the device allowed me to see my target with perfect clarity from ten li away! I quickly found the gilded carriage reserved for the emperor-- drawn by six horses, its yellow silk awning adorned with feathers, the ox-tail banner at its left. Yes... but I didn’t have time to rejoice before I saw a second gilded carriage, and not just a second! A third followed, then a fourth... my heart sank as I watched.




“In that long procession were nineteen gilded carriages!




“Of those nineteen, I knew, only one was real. But how did I know which?




“I couldn’t let this opportunity slip past! I couldn’t let this tyrant see another day! All my hatred for him, that had gathered every day since my homeland died, rushed to my head. I couldn’t control myself any longer-- I aimed that divine instrument at the most ornate of the gilded carriages. Ai, if I’d kept a clear head, I should have realized: Qin Shihuang was a grim and cutting man by nature. Would he have decorated his own carriage so ostentatiously?” Zhang Liang sighed, the regret on his face too deep for words.




“Whose carriage was it, in the end?” the King of Qi asked.




Zhang Liang said: “I heard afterwards that it was carrying one of Qin Shihuang’s favored concubines.”




The King of Qi said: “How did that... divine instrument destroy the carriage, anyway?”




Zhang Liang closed his eyes. It took him a moment before he could speak again. “I will never forget that scene for as long as I live. I saw it with my own eyes, how that divine instrument soared into the sky as if shot from a strongbow, impossibly fast. It cut across the sky like a bolt of lightning, and behind it trailed a long, white, line. An eyeblink later, it struck the gilded carriage with a terrible roar. A great plume of fire rose from that spot, then dissipated into the air.




“I was so astonished that I forgot I was in the midst of an assassination attempt. I walked towards the destruction, dazed, wanting to find out what had happened. Distantly, I could see the still-burning wreckage of the carriage littered across the ground. Attendants and palace women stood around it, paralyzed with shock. 




“The well-trained guards leapt into action with admirable alacrity. Their first action wasn’t to examine the destroyed carriage, but to rush toward a different gilded carriage and surround it in dense, protective circles. A group broke off and began searching in the four directions.




“Only then did I return to reality. Only then did I realize that I had made a terrible mistake-- I’d chosen the wrong target.




“Heavens, I’d found a truly extraordinary man to help me, and he’d given me a weapon of such extraordinary power. And I’d wasted it! I regret it beyond words.




“When my friends learned of my grand exploit, they praised my courage and ability. Only I knew that I possessed neither. I was the most useless man in the world! I’d gotten everything wrong. I was foolish and incompetent, and I can never forgive myself for that mistake... it is the deepest regret in my heart, all the more painful because people regularly praise me for it. I wanted to retreat to somewhere quiet and secluded, allow time to wash away all the world’s memories of me. My inclination towards Daoism and distancing myself from the earthly world stems from this, really. But then the world fell into chaos, and heroes rose throughout the land, and I found myself in the midst of it all, unable to escape if I tried. It seems that practicing any proper Daoism will have to wait until peace returns.”




Having finished speaking, Zhang Liang sighed deeply, his expression that of great melancholy.




The room was silent for a long time. Then the King of Qi suddenly asked: “Zifang, you’d said earlier that the divine instrument flew with a long, white line trailing behind it?”




Zhang Liang, taken aback at the unexpected question, answered after a pause: “Yes, for whatever reason. And that white line hung in the air for a long time, as if solid, before slowly dissipating.”




“A white line...” mused the King of Qi. “Trailing a white trace... trailing, not so different from ‘dragging’... Hmm, that’s right...”




Zhang Liang looked at him strangely. “What are you talking about?”




The King of Qi shook his head. “Nothing. Come, a toast!”




Once Zhang Liang left, the King of Qi once again fell deep into thought. Unlike before, his expression seemed to contain an additional dimension of worry, which Ji Jiang had never seen before. Before, even when he’d met with problems that anyone else would have called monumental, the King of Qi solved them with seemingly careless ease. He’d never shown worry. Ji Jiang, deeply concerned, asked: “Your Highness, what are you worried about? The final battle with Xiang Yu? Apparently, Chen Ping’s distancing scheme got him to kick out Fan Zeng. He died of rage on the road. Xiang Yu has no real supporters now. Your Highness, you don’t need to be like this...”




The King of Qi shook his head. “It’s not because of Xiang Yu.”




Ji Jiang asked: “Then why?”




The King of Qi simply sighed. “I don’t know either. I feel like something’s... wrong. But I can’t explain why.”




As he spoke, the King of Qi stood up and began to pace, hands clasped behind his back. Brows furrowed, he murmured: “Does it stem from the might of his weaponry? But he shows no signs of hostility... not to mention he has to rely on us mortals... what is there to worry about? What point would worrying even serve? Who could stand in the way of that incredible divine might if he decided to act against us? Ai! Just where does my unease come from?”




Ji Jiang’s eyes followed the King of Qi back and forth. “Your Highness, what are you muttering about?”




The King of Qi looked up at Ji Jiang. A moment later, he suddenly said: “Ji Jiang, play the ‘game of eight palaces’ with me.”




Taken aback, Ji Jiang said: “The ‘game of eight palaces?’ Your Highness, you want to play that?”




“Yes,” said the King of Qi. “Get out the board and pieces.”




Ji Jiang said: “Your Highness, if you’re so preoccupied with something else, leave that game alone. It taxes the mind to play.”




The King of Qi said: “This is something you haven’t had the chance to understand. The more you use your mind, the better it works. A game may help me come up with some new ideas. Come, get it out.”




Ji Jiang brought out the board and pieces somewhat unwillingly, then sat across from the King of Qi. By now, she’d learned well the strategies of the ‘game of eight palaces,’ and could keep up with the King of Qi for thirty or forty moves. Her interest in the game grew with her skill, but she hadn’t the heart to play at such a time.




The King of Qi pointed at his opening moves. “Ji Jiang, look, the ‘game of eight palaces’ comes from the principles behind the Eight Trigrams, following the ways of change of heaven and earth. Playing it definitely improves the mind.”




A few turns later, Ji Jiang said: “Only you would say that, Your Highness. The Eight Trigrams subdue and surface into a thousand possibilities of change. It would send any onlooker’s head spinning. I have to say, it’s pretty impressive that you use it to hone your mind.”




The King of Qi smiled a little. “Impressive? The ‘game of eight palaces’ is only a minor derivation of the Eight Trigrams. Now, whoever invented the Eight Trigrams is impressive! I don’t know how anyone could have came up with it all-- qian, kun, zhen, xun, kan, li, gen, and dui to represent heaven, earth, thunder, wood, water, fire, mountain, and swamp, and then overlaying pairs of trigrams together for a total of sixty-four hexagrams to encompass everything under heaven! You could study it for a lifetime without learning all its secrets.”




“Your Highness, you can’t compare yourself with the Eight Trigrams’ inventor,” said Ji Jiang. “There’s no person who can match you, but that one wasn’t a person. He was half-human and half-snake, the heavenly god Fuxi. We mortals can’t compare our intelligence to a god’s.




The King of Qi examined the board, fiddling with a game piece in one hand. “Really? Interesting, that such a brilliant, complex thing came from the mind of a half-human, half-snake creature--” 




Suddenly, his hand stilled in mid-air. The King of Qi raised his head. “Half-human, half-snake? Is that what you said?”




“Yes, don’t the legends say that Fuxi had the head of a human and the body of a snake?” said Ji Jiang. “The ancients used the same word for snake and dragon, so some, too, say that he had the head of a human and the body of a dragon. Ai, who cares if he was half-snake or half-dragon? It’s awfully unpleasant either way. Why would the ancients come up with such an ugly god? I really don’t know--”




The game piece fell from the King of Qi’s hand. It landed on the board with a “pa,” rolled a little, before settling.




Ji Jiang raised her head, only to see the King of Qi staring into space. Startled, she said: “Your Highness, what happened?”




“The head of a human and the body of a snake... Fuxi... Ah! How did I never think of him?” The King of Qi slowly turned his gaze toward her. “Ji Jiang, tell me everything you know about Fuxi.”




Ji Jiang said: “What’s there to tell? Your Highness, it’s been at least two or three thousand years since Fuxi and his people. That was before humanity learned to keep records. Of the information that’s survived till now, most of it has warped and distorted so much over the years that you might be able to trust one word out of ten.”




The King of Qi said: “Regardless of trustworthiness, tell me everything you know.”




Ji Jiang looked at the King of Qi oddly. She raised her head and considered for a while, then said: “Most believe that Fuxi was the son of the god of thunder, and that he established the concept of rulership among humanity. He was the ‘Tai Sovereign,’ first of the Three Sovereigns and Five Emperors. The Hundred Schools of Thought[2] mention him fairly often in their writings, but most of it’s made up on the spot to support whatever viewpoint they were arguing. In my opinion, the passage from the Book of Changes is more reliable. It calls him ‘Baoxishi,’ Bao meaning ‘all-encompassing,’ xi referring to the sacrifice of livestock to a god. The passage goes: ‘In ancient times Baoxishi ruled all under heaven. Looking up, he observed the forms of heaven; looking down, he observed the laws of the earth. He observed the language of birds and beasts, and the customs of the land, far and near. And so he created the Eight Trigrams to channel the virtue of the gods, to classify the hearts of all living things...’”




Ji Jiang possessed excellent memory and vast scholarly knowledge, which she relayed in good order. When she was done, she asked: “Your Highness, why have you been so interested in ancient history lately? First Peng Zu, now Fuxi, and Zhuan Xu and dragons and the others too. All these legends aren’t relevant to our times, even disregarding all the absurdities that have been mixed in. Don’t lose yourself in them--”




“But he’s doing us favors,” the King of Qi murmured to himself. “Why does he have to hide it--” Suddenly, he stiffened, then jumped up. “Ah, no!”




Ji Jiang startled. “Your Highness, what... what happened?”




The King of Qi paced the room, faster and faster. “Right! Right! Without a beginning, how can there be an ending? Without a cause, how can there be an effect? If it hadn’t been this way from the start, then... then... Ah!” The King of Qi closed his eyes, hand against his forehead. He said, shakily: “O heavens! I almost did something terrible...”




Starting to panic herself, Ji Jiang said: “Your Highness, calm down, calm down, what’s wrong?”




The King of Qi stood as if frozen, wordless. The only sound in the room was his quick, unsteady breathing. “Attendants!” he growled at last.




A chamberlain entered, bowing. “What is your command, Your Highness?”




“Tell the servants,” said the King of Qi, “to throw out everything in the west palace wing! Toss them into the rivers, the ditches, anywhere, the further the better! Don’t leave any of it behind!”




The chamberlain was taken aback, but answered: “Aye.” He turned and left to give orders.




Ji Jiang asked bewilderedly: “Your Highness, didn’t you go to all that trouble to find them in the first place? Why are you throwing them away now?”




The King of Qi shook his head. “I made a mistake. Those substances would have brought the world ten thousand years of calamity!”




“That’s more like it, Your Highness” Ji Jiang said happily. “Alchemy is the worst. Once a ruler gets caught up in it, he’s cursed. It’s a good thing you realized in time! I’m so relieved for you.”




The King of Qi looked at Ji Jiang’s delight and shook his head. He sighed, said nothing.




---




The King of Qi unrolled a long scroll onto his desk and began to examine it with utmost concentration.




Ji Jiang walked behind the King of Qi and saw that the scroll showed two pictures. The picture on the left was of a strangely-shaped mountain, its summit smoothly rounded, annotated at the side with many numbers and strange symbols. Ten or so straight lines of varying thickness traversed the form of the mountain, their purpose unclear to Ji Jiang. She thought for a moment, but couldn’t remember any mountain within the borders of Qi that looked anything like it.




However, she recognized the picture on the right in an instant: the Gulf of Bohai. She’d seen various maps of Qi before, and she recalled the shape of the coastline, though this map was far more detailed than the ones she’d seen before. Strangely, the focus of the map didn’t seem to be the land, but the sea. Every island in the gulf, big and small, was meticulously labeled. Even she didn’t know all of them.




The King of Qi’s gaze fell squarely, unblinkingly on the map of the sea. It never wandered once to the diagram of that strange mountain.




---




In August, that accursed black-robed man came once more. Ji Jiang’s ire rose just looking at him. She sat far away from him, glaring at him slantwise. She’d resolved that she wouldn’t attend him even if the King of Qi called her over-- she’d pretend not to hear! But unexpectedly, the King of Qi didn’t call for her once during the course of the discussion.




“Why haven’t you begun yet?” the black-robed man admonished the moment he sat down. “For how long will you make us wait?”




The King of Qi said calmly: “I still need one more thing.”




“What?” asked the black-robed man.




The King of Qi said: “The Trace-Dragging Sword.”




The black-robed man’s expression darkened. “What did you say?”




“You gave one to Zhang Liang,” said the King of Qi. “Why can’t you give me one?”




The black-robed man stared at the King of Qi. At last, he said: “I’ve told you, mere mortals cannot conjecture as to the workings of the divine. You’re better off not prying into some things!”




The King of Qi said: “I wasn’t trying to pry. It came up of its own accord.”




The black-robed man said: “Then what do you need the Trace-Dragging Sword for?”




“To deal with the King of Han!” the King of Qi said.




The black-robed man said: “The King of Han is no match for you. He doesn’t require the use of a divine weapon, and regardless, he isn’t part of our prior agreement.”




The King of Qi said: “What if it’s necessary to the construction project?”




The black-robed man hesitated. “What do you mean?”




“At the beginning of the next year, I will join forces with the King of Han to attack Xiang Yu,” the King of Qi said. “Once Xiang Yu is destroyed, only the King of Han will remain an obstacle to my control over all the land. The sky cannot have two suns; a nation cannot have two rulers. If I don’t reunite the land, it will be difficult to carry out the construction project. We’ll have to fight a battle to the death sooner or later. The King of Han’s current power is already considerable, and he has capable ministers like Xiao He and Zhang Liang. He won’t be easy to deal with. Yes, I’ll defeat him sooner or later, but that will take at least three years. The main problem is...” the King of Qi paused here, “by that point, the nation’s population may drop to thirteen million or lower. That would not bode well for the construction project.”




The black-robed man said: “Thirteen million people aren’t enough?”




The King of Qi smiled a little. “You’ve never governed a nation. Things aren’t as simple as you think. Can the elderly, the sickly, the women, the children contribute to the labor force? Don’t laborers still need to eat? Don’t my soldiers and ministers still need to be paid? Do you think all ten-plus million people can be sent to work? Not to mention the inevitable desolation that follows many years of war. My people will need time to rest and rebuild.”




The black-robed man seemed taken aback by his words. “Then... what do your calculations indicate?”




The King of Qi said: “After a long war, the women will tend to outnumber the men. I’d be lucky if one fifth of the twelve or thirteen million were able-bodied men. That’s two million four or five hundred thousand. Not nearly enough. According to my calculations, if I want to finish the project during my lifetime, I’ll need at least four million men. That requires keeping the total population above twenty million. Of course, once peace is reestablished, the population will increase with time. But even taking that into consideration, I can’t start with only twelve or thirteen million people.”




“Then what do you plan to do?” asked the black-robed man, less sure of himself now. “Will using the Trace-Dragging sword avoid the war?”




“Yes,” said the King of Qi. “The Trace-Dragging sword can kill the King of Han without a trace. In the confusion that will follow, I’ll use my influence to establish his younger son Ruyi as his successor-- the King of Han has indicated before that he prefers Ruyi to his eldest son, the current crown prince. With my power and position, his other subordinates can only obey. Ruyi is young and malleable. In his name, I can gradually eliminate dissenters, all the while solidifying my authority. The situation should be to my liking in a year or two, when I’ll force him to abdicate in favor of me. Won’t it be far less wasteful to gain control of the land without a war?”




It took the black-robed man a long time to recover from his astonishment. “What a plan! Only you could have thought of it. Very well, I’ll ask my master. Trace-Dragging Swords are powerful and difficult to forge; my master won’t use them lightly.”




The King of Qi said: “If possible, give me a few extras.”




The black-robed man stared at him. “What did you say? Give you a few extras? Do you think you’re shopping at a city market, free to buy as many as you want? Even my master has few such divine instruments left in his possession. One is enough! The Trace-Dragging Sword is immense in destructive power, and the King of Han isn’t made of steel. What do you need more for?”




The King of Qi said: “Did Zhang Liang succeed in killing Qin Shihuang? Even the best-laid plans can go awry. The King of Han is clever by nature, and he has quite a few body doubles. I can’t ensure that I’ll hit him the first time. Didn’t you hear about the siege of Xingyang last year, when Ji Xin dressed up as the King of Han and surrendered in his stead to allow him to escape? Xiang Yu burned Ji Xin alive for his troubles, but plenty of people saw him before then, and can tell you how much he looked like the King of Han! Even we ministers can’t tell the difference at times!”




The black-robed man looked as if he’d been persuaded. Hesitantly, he said: “I don’t know if my master will agree. But... there’s reason to what you’ve said. I’ll do all I can.”




---




Once the black-robed man left, Ji Jiang walked up, grinning. “Your Highness, have you finally realized that this Guest of Canghai is up to no good?”




The King of Qi was taken aback. “What did you say?”




Ji Jiang said: “I couldn’t hear what you two were muttering about, but I could tell you were lying to him through your teeth the whole time. You were conning him, right?”




The King of Qi’s expression darkened. “Ji Jiang, what did you see?”




Ji Jiang whispered into the King of Qi’s ear: “Your Highness, you have a small tic. When you’re working a scheme, you like to put your forefingers together and push them back and forth. But don’t worry, only I know about it.”




The King of Qi sighed, smiling painedly. “I picked it up from my master and never could get rid of the habit. Someone’s noticed at last.”




Ji Jiang said: “I’m by your side all the time, and it took careful observation at that. You’re too clever, Your Highness. You know you have this tic, so you push your fingers back and forth sometimes when you aren’t scheming, so people won’t be able to find a pattern. I spent a long time watching you before I could figure out when it was real and when you were faking.”




The King of Qi reached out and cupped her chin affectionately. “Little demon, I was wrong to regret that you were born a girl! If you were a man, I fear that no ruler would dare hire you.”




Ji Jiang lifted her chin. “Hmph, you’re still looking down on me! Why do I need someone to hire me? If I were a man, I’d conquer all under heaven on my own early on. Why should I abide by someone else’s bad temperament?”




The King of Qi said: “Oh, that’s true... Hey, right, when did I ever show you bad temperament?”




Ji Jiang said: “That’s not what I said, Your Highness. You’re different from other rulers. You’re full of good ideas on your own, but you can tolerate dissent. Even people as prideful and talented as Li Zuoju respect and serve you. If I were a man, I’d go up against anyone else, but not you. I’d be willing to serve you, as long as you gave me a proper position. I won’t accept anything less than Chancellor.”




The King of Qi laughed. “Hai! A proper position? You’re a modest one. Chancellor is as high as the positions go-- any higher, and you’d have to usurp my throne!”




Ji Jiang said: “I’ll only serve you alone! I don’t respect anyone else nearly enough.”




The King of Qi said: “This conversation’s getting more and more fun. You sound serious. But enough, back to business. Ji Jiang, you musn’t tell anyone what you saw today, and especially not the Guest of Canghai. He can’t know any of this, all right?”




Ji Jiang said unhappily: “Your Highness, I’ve kept all those military and governmental secrets for you just fine, and you don’t trust me on something this minor? That Guest of Canghai is creepy enough to make your hair stand on end. One look, and I could tell he was up to no good. I only regret that you let him near you to begin with! If you’re scheming against him, I’d be delighted! Why would I hinder you?”




The King of Qi nodded. “That’s good, then. But Ji Jiang, you can’t take this matter so lightly. This is nothing minor, truly. If you let anything slip, it will cause sacrifice on an unimaginable scale. I’m not saying this to scare you. Ji Jiang, do you understand?”




Ji Jiang shook her head. “No, I don’t understand. Your Highness, what... what exactly are you doing?”




The King of Qi crouched down, gently placing his arms around Ji Jiang’s. “I am fighting against the most dangerous, powerful, intelligent enemy I have met in my life. I’ve never feared a battle before, but this time, I’m afraid. This time, I don’t know if I can win. I need you, Ji Jiang. Promise me, no matter when, no matter what happens, you’ll trust and help me, all right?”




Ji Jiang looked at the King of Qi, who’d said such strange things so seriously, and felt chill after chill in her heart. Instinctively, she freed her arms from his grip and retreated a step. “Your Highness, I’d thought... I’d thought you’d recovered.”




The King of Qi said: “I am clear on everything I’ve done. Ji Jiang, I know that I’ve done many things lately that seem inexplicable to you. I have neither the ability nor the time to explain. I can only tell you this: I haven’t changed, I am still the same King of Qi as before, and everything I’ve done has had a reason behind it. Please believe me, Ji Jiang.”




Ji Jiang, as before, looked at the King of Qi like a stranger, unmoving, silent.




The King of Qi looked back at her. At last, he sighed and stood. He walked away, head lowered. He looked melancholic.




Ji Jiang watched him leave, unable to identify the emotion in her heart.




---




Five days later, the black-robed Guest of Changhai came again, bringing with him a long wooden case about the right size for holding a zither. But the Guest of Canghai carried it with difficulty, suggesting contents heavier than any zither.




He and the King of Qi retreated into a private room, and again conversed for a long time.




When they exited the room, the King of Qi escorted him to the gate. “...your esteemed master to wait for my report. Right, do you plan to immediately return to your island?”




The black-robed man said: “Yes, my business is concluded.”




The King of Qi said: “In that case, why not stay for a few days? Isn’t it boring, living on a lonely, barren island day after day? Linzi is full of sights and sounds-- ‘wheel hubs strike, shoulders bump, the lapels join into curtains, the raised sleeves into canopies, the flung sweat into rain.,’ as they say. It’s not easy to find such scenes elsewhere. I can have someone take you around the city in my carriage, how about it? It must have been a long time since you’ve experienced the bustle and noise of a city.”




A hint of regret appeared on the black-robed man’s face, but quickly disappeared. He sighed and said: “No, I’ve seen enough already. Prosperity and decline replace each other endlessly. Any fond attachment to a time of prosperity will only turn into resentment in a future time of decline. It’s better to leave it all alone.”




The King of Qi laughed. “If prosperity and decline are both such common things, why linger on them? In a time of prosperity, take the opportunity to leave some happy memories. When decline comes, simply don’t look. Orchids bloom in spring and chrysanthemums bloom in fall. You’re supposed to enjoy them while they’re in season, and it’s only your own fault if you insist on watching them until they wilt. Life is meant for enjoying. Otherwise, why would so many people want immortality?”




The black-robed man, irresolute, made no reply.




The King of Qi continued: “North of Linzi, there’s an old temple dedicated to Zhuan Xu. I recently had some men renovate it. Some old scholars from the vicinity wrote a dedication of considerable length for the occasion, too, detailing the achievements and virtues of Emperor Zhuan Xu and his descendants down to the Eight Glories.[3] It’s very well-written, full of history and allusion. I hadn’t known about the greatness of Zhuan Xu’s descendants before I read it. Are you interested? The plaques, murals, and statues are all the best that Qi’s craftsmen have to offer. I’m sure you won’t be disappointed.” The King of Qi seemed to speak offhandedly, but his eyes were focused on the black-robed man’s expression.




The black-robed man, moved, nodded. “I thank you for your kindness,” he said, somewhat emotional. “I’ll go.”




---




The palace gates swung open, and the King of Qi’s carriage and entourage passed through in single file.




The King of Qi rarely ordered the streets cleared when he embarked on inspection tours to avoid disturbing the populace. Therefore, as the procession eased into the bustle of Linzi, the merchants and passerby didn’t try to hide away. Instead, they enthusiastically and curiously watched the main carriage and the thin yellow silk curtain that stubbornly covered its windows, hoping to catch a glimpse of their great king. But the curtain was motionless.




In the palace, the King of Qi prepared to leave. He carefully wrapped up a long, wooden case, then secured it to Windchaser’s back.




Ji Jiang walked over and stroked Windchaser’s neck.




Preoccupied with his handiwork, the King of Qi said nothing. When he finished tying on the case, he shook it to test his knots.




“Your Highness,” Ji Jiang said. “You... you’re going to fight that battle you’re not sure of winning, right?”




“Yes,” said the King of Qi. He turned his head, looking at Ji Jiang. “Can you accompany me?”




They looked at each other for a moment. Then Ji Jiang said: “Yes.”




The King of Qi smiled a little. “You believe me?”




Ji Jiang lowered her head, looking at her feet. “I don’t have a choice, Your Highness. I have to believe you. You don’t know how important you are to me. If I can’t even believe in you, I... I...”




Something complicated flashed across the King of Qi’s eyes. He reached out and smoothed her hair, then tipped her face up. Gently, he said: “Ji Jiang, you’re just as important to me.” He waved his hand, and a guard came, leading a horse for Ji Jiang.




Ji Jiang accepted the reins. “Your Highness, where are we going?”




The King of Qi mounted Windchaser and said: “Zhifu.”




---




Notes:




So this novel did mention Ji Xin’s death. Liu Bang’s theater of war was not pretty.






[1] Chen was a minor state during the Spring and Autumn Period that was later annexed by Chu, located in eastern modern-day Henan Province.






[2]  The Hundred Schools of Thought, like the name suggests, were the numerous competing schools of thought that sprang up during the Spring and Autumn and Warring States eras.






[3]  The Eight Glories (高阳八恺) were eight talented and virtuous descendants of Zhuan Xu who lived during the time of Yao.
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The city of Linzi bustled with activity. Reed pipes blasted and harps struck songs, and lutes resounded brilliantly. Cockfights, hunting hounds, liubo, cuju[1]... there was every kind of entertainment. The black-robed man watched it all through the thin curtain of yellow gauze as the carriage procession made its way through the crowds, melancholy creeping into his gaze.
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---






On the roads outside of the city, a group of riders galloped forth like lightning. Hooves struck rapid drumbeats against the earth, sending a yellow dragon of dust flying in their wake.






Ji Jiang yelled: “Your Highness, why are you in such a hurry?”






Ahead of her, the King of Qi replied without turning his head: “That trick of luring the tiger away from its mountain won’t last long. He’ll soon realize. We have to stay ahead of him.”






His words did nothing to resolve Ji Jiang’s puzzlement. The King of Qi said nothing else, only whipped his horse on faster.






---






In Linzi, amidst the rumble of carts and the clamor of voices, someone suddenly shouted: “Mad Kuai is here, Mad Kuai is here!”






The crowds parted, allowing a disheveled man with an erratic gait to pass. He was gleefully singing something strange and off-key; a swarm of children followed him, singing along, although it was clear that none of them understood the lyrics.






In the carriage, the black-robed man stiffened in recognition. He knew that old song: “O phoenix, o phoenix! Why does your virtue fade? What’s passed cannot be stopped, oh, but what’s to come can yet be chased...”[2]






Suddenly, the madman rushed to the King of Qi’s carriage and leapt against the window. “Your Highness,” he said quietly. “I’m not mad, but you are, and I don’t want to be buried with you. How else can I save myself besides feigning insanity? Your Highness, how I long for the king you used to be. Ai, you were so brilliant, so resolute...” Deep in thought, the black-robed man watched his guards pull the madman away.






Kuai Che laughed skyward, shoving aside the guards, and sang on. “Enough! Enough! Today’s governing men beware! Haha--” Laughing and singing, he left. The children followed, clapping and imitating him: “Enough! Enough! Today’s governing men beware...”






The carriage proceeded for a little longer before the black-robed man’s expression suddenly darkened. He jumped up, shoved aside the carriage door, and seized the nearest guard by the lapels. “Where’s your king? Where did he go?”






---






At last, they arrived at the foot of Zhifu mountain, at the edge of the sea.






The riders dismounted, exhausted and soaked with sweat. Ji Jiang, too, was tired, but foremostly excited. She stood at the sea’s edge, spread her arms wide, and welcomed the winds that blew in from the sea. She took deep breaths of that familiar, salt-tinged air, her heart filled with boundless joy.






A few white clouds drifted along the sky; seabirds wheeled above the waters, calling to one another. Ji Jiang sighed. “Ai, I’d never appreciated the sea back when I lived on the coast. It took long years in Linzi to realized how much I missed it.”






The King of Qi was busy at her side. “Can you check the winds for me?”






Surprised, Ji Jiang said: “Check the winds? Your Highness, what...” Turning, she saw that the King of Qi had unbound the wooden case he’d brought with him. It lay on the ground, open, revealing three dark, awl-shaped objects placed side by side. They shone like metal, but she couldn’t tell what metal they were made of. A few strangely-shaped components lay beside them, baffling to the eye.






The King of Qi took out one of the awl-shaped objects and began to assemble it with efficient movements. “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten how to read the wind direction.”






“Of course not,” said Ji Jiang. “But...”






“Then do it for me,” said the King of Qi. “What’s the wind speed and direction? Will it change within the hour?” The King of Qi’s hands continued their work without pause.






Ji Jiang looked at the King of Qi, puzzled. She raised her head and watched at the movement of the clouds for a while, then squinted at the height of the waves. “Your Highness, are you going out to sea? With today’s wind, I don’t think you can go very fast even with sails unfurled all the way. It’s a west wind, with a little bit of a northern slant, very weak. It won’t change anytime in the next six hours.”






“Very good,” the King of Qi said. “Move to the side a little.” The King of Qi had finished erecting the strange, dark object so that it pointed toward the sky above the sea.






Ji Jiang said: “Your Highness, what is this?”






The King of Qi said: “The Trace-Dragging sword.” He gestured towards Ji Jiang. “Stand a little further away, a little further, right, like that. Tell the guards to stand there too. Tell them to watch the road. If they see the Guest of Canghai, intercept him. Don’t let him near me.”






Ji Jiang said: “The Guest of Canghai? That black-robed man? Didn’t you arrange for him to tour Linzi? Why would he be here?”






“He’ll come,” the King of Qi said. “He’s not particularly smart, but he’s lived through too much. He has sharper intuition than most. If I’ve guessed correctly, he’s not far from here by now...”






The more Ji Jiang heard, the more puzzled she grew. Suddenly, she startled-- hoofbeats sounded in the distance! In that direction, she indeed spotted a lone rider galloping closer. The breath in her lungs turned to ice-- despite the distance, she could see that the man on the horse wore black robes. Ji Jiang turned to look uncertainly at the King of Qi, but he didn’t seem to have noticed. He still knelt on the ground, making final, minute adjustments to the “Trace-Dragging Sword.”






The hoofbeats sounded crisper and crisper, closer and closer. She could see the black-robed man’s face now, the face of the Guest of Canghai.






The King of Qi continued working. The black-robed man, riding at full gallop, was at last close enough to see what the King of Qi was doing, and his expression contorted in shock. “What are you doing? Stop! Stop right now!”






The King of Qi didn’t even raise his head. “Shoot his horse!” he growled.






The guards raised their bows and nocked their arrows.






“Stop!” The black-robed man called. “Sto--”






With a flurry of whistling noises, ten arrows hit the horse beneath him in unison. The horse screamed, bucked, threw the black-robed man to the ground. It struggled, then collapsed.






Ji Jiang didn’t have the time to recover from her surprise before she heard a low, sudden roar. The ground shook beneath her feet. She spun around, and saw that the sleek, dark Trace-Dragging sword had flown into the air, trailing white behind it, soaring across the sea.






Ji Jiang and the guards watched, stunned. Behind them, the black-robed man cried: “No!” He crawled up from the ground and rushed toward the King of Qi. The guards, recovering, hurried to block him. 






The black-robed man struggled furiously, unable to free himself. “Are you mad? Do you realize what you’re doing?”






The first Trace-Dragging sword soon disappeared into the distance. The King of Qi peered in its direction for a while, then began to assemble the second one. His hands worked faster than before with the speed of practice.






Straining, the black-robed man screamed: “Stop! Hurry and stop! You madman! Do you wish to die?”






Ji Jiang looked at the black-robed man, his formerly cold face now filled with fear and rage, his eyes bulging and frantic. He looked like an utterly different person from before. She laughed humorlessly. “Madman? You’re the one who looks like a madman here.”






The black-robed man hurriedly turned towards her. “You don’t know what your master is doing! He’s seeking death! Hurry and stop him! Stop him!”






“I don’t know what His Highness is doing,” Ji Jiang said coldly, “but I believe that whatever he’s doing is correct.”






The black-robed man, enraged and frantic, said: “No! No! He’s wrong, wrong! You saw the power of that Trace-Dragging Sword, didn’t you? That wasn’t made by the hands of men. A god granted it to him. And he’s using it to--”






A second Trace-Dragging Sword rose into the air, flying in the same direction as the first.






“Ah!” the black-robed man shouted in despair. “No!” The guards gripped his arms like iron. He could only look at Ji Jiang, pleading desperately: “Stop your master! Hurry and stop him! Stopping him is saving him, he has no idea what he’s doing, he’s mad! Hurry and stop him! Hurry and save him!”






The King of Qi began to assemble the third Trace-Dragging Sword.






Ji Jiang looked at the King of Qi, and shook her head determinedly. “No matter what he does, he must have his reason for it. It’s just like his battles-- he always arranges things beforehand in ways that other people don’t understand, but the results always prove him right in the end.”






The black-robed man said: “But this time, he’s absolutely wrong! If you don’t stop him, you’ll regret it! You’ll regret it for all your life! Believe me! Stop him! Hurry and stop him!” Ji Jiang didn’t move.






The third Trace-Dragging Sword rose into the air.






The black-robed man suddenly stilled, fell silent. He raised his head and calmly watched the Trace-Dragging Sword fly into the distance.






The Trace-Dragging Sword flew further and further, appeared smaller and smaller, until it finally disappeared beyond the horizon.






The seabirds returned to their graceful flight above the waters; the waves gently lapped at the rocky shoreline as before. The sea was still and perfectly normal, as if nothing had happened.






The black-robed man murmured: “I told you you were seeking death. Did you really think that no one had tried to destroy him in all those years? But he’s a god! Doom is certain to all who choose to oppose him. No one will ever succeed.”






The King of Qi watched the sea. “I doubt it! Here, I’m not using the power of mere mortals to confront him, but his own power.”






The sea was as calm as before.






“Fool!” said the black-robed man. If he can make the spear, he can make the shield, too. Did you think your little ploy could harm him?”






Suddenly, the corners of the King of Qi’s mouth lifted. In the distance, where sky met sea, a wisp of something shadowy and insubstantial rose. At first, it was so faint that it strained the eye to see. But that wisp of black gradually grew, spread, until it stained that patch of sky to ashen gray. The others followed the King of Qi’s line of sight, surprised but puzzled. Then a low, continuous growl like thunder emanated from that direction. Ji Jiang heard, and her heart lurched.






The King of Qi exhaled slowly, the tension completely gone from his face. He turned to the black-robed man and waved at his guards. “Let him go-- did you think I used the Trace-Dragging Swords directly against his snug hideout? I used them on the island itself!”






The black-robed man said: “What... what did you say?”






The corner of the King of Qi’s mouth lifted further. “Three Trace-Dragging Swords can’t destroy a normal island, but this is a volcanic island.”






Another series of roiling noises. Ji Jiang turned her gaze toward the sea.






The muscles in the black-robed man’s face contorted terribly. “You... you...”






The King of Qi said: “I’ve never liked to pit myself against an enemy’s strong point in battles. I like to borrow outside help, and the power of heaven and earth is the mightiest outside help of all. Once they activate, they can destroy anything from men to gods.”






The black-robed man roared in rage and leapt forward like a wild beast. He hit the King of Qi’s face, hard. The King of Qi staggered backwards, several steps, blood trickling from the corner of his mouth. His startled guards rushed forth to seize the black-robed man.






Struggling, the black-robed man roared: “You’re not human! You’re an animal! A demon! You’ll pay for biting the hand that fed you!”






The King of Qi wiped the blood from his mouth. “I apologize,” he said calmly, “for destroying your home. But I think I did right by you. I tried to keep you in Linzi so you wouldn’t return to the island and meet the same fate as that thing.”






“Did right by me?” the black-robed man hissed, exhausted. “You call this doing right by me? Did I ask for you to ‘do right by me’ thus?”






The King of Qi said: “You’re a human being. It isn’t. I didn’t want you to meet the same fate as it.”






The black-robed man said: “Absurd! Absurd...”






The King of Qi sighed. “You followed it all these years. Did you really not realize at all? Very well, then, I ask you, in these eighteen hundred years, has it ever allowed you to see its body underneath those white robes?”






The black-robed man said: “That has nothing to do with you! I know he was born with a body different from ours! He’s a god. Of course he’s different from us--”






The King of Qi said: “No, it wasn’t a god. It was a creature of a class far different from ours, and far more powerful. Did you notice, when it walked...”






The black-robed man said: “Bullshit! Nonsense! You’re a madman! You think yourself clever--”






Ji Jiang suddenly gave a little scream. “Be quiet, everyone!”






The two of them, surprised, turned to look at her.






“You all...” Ji Jiang’s voice shook. “Do you smell that?”






“Smell what?” the King of Qi asked.






Ji Jiang said frantically: “That stench of fish!”






Once she mentioned it, the others quickly realized that the wind from the sea now reeked of something salty and harsh and almost imperceptibly sulfurous.






Ji Jiang looked at the sea, and her expression slowly changed to one of horror.






The sea was calm like before-- perhaps too calm. The seabirds from before had disappeared, every one of them, leaving the sky eerily empty. At the horizon, a thin, white band had appeared, and it was getting closer, getting taller






Something changed in the black-robed man’s expression. “What’s going on? Why is the tide coming in now, of all times?”






Ji Jiang murmured: “It’s not a tide--” She suddenly raised her voice: “Tsunami! It’s a tsunami!”






The others could now see it too, as that white line thickened further, and revealed itself to be a long, rushing wall of waves. Their expressions changed to one of fear; even the black-robed man and the King of Qi forgot their earlier argument.






Suddenly, someone yelled: “Hurry! Run away!” Several men rushed toward their horses.






“No!” Ji Jiang called. “We can’t outrun a tsunami! Hurry and climb the mountain! Climb Zhifu mountain!” Alerted by her words, the others rushed towards the mountain.






Along this region, the flanks of Zhifu Mountain rose steep and hostile. The group had abandoned all their unnecessary belongings, but they still strained for breath as they climbed. Their hearts raced, partly from the strenuous activity, mostly out of fear, but no one spoke. The thickening salt-stench in the sea wind sent them shivering






Gradually, the wind began to carry something else: a low rumble, as if demons in the depth of the sea were beating countless oxhide drums in unison. The sound shook their hearts yet further. Someone turned to look, and cried out in surprise. The white band from before had turned into a towering wall of water, stretching from horizon to horizon like a giant serpent cutting across the surface of the sea.






“Don’t look,” the King of Qi growled. “Hurry and climb!”






Ji Jiang had slowly fallen toward the back of the pack, but she gritted her teeth and kept silent, scrambling upward. Suddenly, a wind-worn rock broke off beneath her feet, and she was stepping on air. She cried out. Swift of eye and hand, the King of Qi grabbed her wrist and pulled her up. Broken bits of rock skittered off the edge, but the King of Qi didn’t bother to look. Wordlessly, he pulled her in front of himself and pushed her on.






A third of the way from the mountaintop, the roar of the waves already sounded as if they came from terrifyingly close by. Someone couldn’t resist turning for another look, and saw that the wall of waves was already ten feet high, advancing so quickly that the waves barely tilted forward, refusing to collapse.






The wall of waves grew in height yard by yard, encroached upon the shore li by li.






Seventy li, sixty, fifty... twenty, ten, five...






At last, when the waves were barely three or four li from shore, the group reached the mountaintop. Breathing sighs of relief, they stood or sat, exhausted, watching the sea.






The sea had become a sinister scene: that arcing wall of water was now tens of feet high, a bird of impossible scale diving toward them with wings spread wide. The roar of the sea, too, now deafened the ears, greater than the thunder of ten thousand cavalry.






With a mighty roar, the terrible bird engulfed the entire coast, threw itself against the bulk of Zhifu Mountain...






A very, very long time later, the tsunami began to fade. The group felt as if their ears still resounded with the endless roar, unable to tell the real thing apart from the ringing of their ears. The foot of the mountain was surrounded by endless waters.






“I’ve never seen a tsunami so terrible.” Ji Jiang had slumped to the ground. “Thankfully, Zhifu Mountain was still tall enough.”






The King of Qi walked over to her and crouched down. He patted her hand gently. “Good work, Ji Jiang. Your quick thinking saved us all.”






Ji Jiang suddenly flung herself against his shoulder, sobbing. “Your Highness, what just happened, exactly? What’s going on?”






The black-robed man gazed brokenly at the sea. “Do you see what you’ve done?” he murmured. “What have you done...”






The King of Qi patted Ji Jiang’s back and stood. “I only did what I must. That creature is too dangerous.”






“Dangerous?” The black-robed man showed no anger, only spoke in an infinitely tired voice. “Just who’s the dangerous one? You were the one who killed him. My master hesitated before he used you. You were too intelligent, he’d said, so intelligent as to border on dangerous. He would use you as little as he could manage. But the two before you... ai, the will of heaven. Truly the will of heaven.”






The King of Qi said: “The two before me? Your master chose two others before me? Who were they?”






“The first was Ying Zheng,” said the black-robed man. “The second was Zhang Liang. They, too, were extraordinary, but they lacked your breed of worrying intelligence. But Ying Zheng was too greedy, too ambitious. He kept demanding more and more from my master. When he obtained the state of Qin, he wanted all under heaven. When he obtained all under heaven, he wanted immortality. The construction project became his bargaining chip. My master couldn’t take it any longer and had me find Zhang Liang. Zhang Liang was extraordinarily gifted, pure of heart, fulfilled my master’s requirements in every way. But he possessed a face so delicate and feminine that he could never have become a feared, iron-handed ruler. My master only chose you because he had no other options left.”






The King of Qi suddenly thought of something. “Then, when you called yourself the Gentleman of the East Sea and went to see Qin Shihuang, you were actually planning to discuss the undertaking?”






“Yes,” said the black-robed man. “But he wasn’t concerned in the least about the construction project. He spent the entire time trying to bait the secret behind my immortality out of me. He was already avaricious beyond cure. A waste of several decades of my master’s effort. Ai...”






The King of Qi said: “Several decades? You contacted him that early on?”






The black-robed man said: “Yes.”






The King of Qi said: “How early?”






The black-robed man gazed into the distance and sighed. “Since his childhood, to be honest. He and his father were hostages in the state of Zhao at that time. Every time he played with the other Zhao children, he insisted on the role of king, even if he had to fight the rest until he was covered with blood and bruises... ai, my master put the most work into him. His father was not a favored son of the king, and he himself was of uncertain parentage. How could he have possibly succeeded the throne without help? The royal house of Qin abounded with princes in better standing than him. If it weren’t for my master, he couldn’t have laid a finger on the throne in all his lifetime.”






The King of Qi seemed to have realized something. “No wonder he was so obsessed with touring the coast, with sending out expeditions to sea, with finding you once he’d united the land. No wonder he ignored his ministers. He knew you existed from the start.”






The black-robed man sighed. “Enough, let us speak of other things. He disappointed me. But I can understand why he broke the deal, while I find your actions incomprehensible. Why did you do this?”






The King of Qi was silent for a while, then said: “For the sake of eight words: ‘Those outside my clan necessarily harbor different intentions!’”[3]






The black-robed man said: “I don’t understand.”






The King of Qi said: “You wouldn’t understand. If you had the capability to understand, you would have already, in the more than eighteen hundred years you’ve lived. You were willing to blindly serve your god, afraid to question anything. This is why he chose you for his messenger to humanity in the very beginning. I’m the exact opposite of you. This is why he chose me only when he ran out of options.”






The black-robed man said: “Don’t try to confuse the issue!”






The King of Qi said: “I’m not being confusing on purpose. There’s truly no way to explain to you in more detail. I ask you, can you accept the Infinite-Night cosmological model?”






The black-robed man, taken aback, said: “No, I believe in the Sky-Lid model. The sky is obviously curved like a cap. How could it be made of empty, insubstantial space? It’s too ridiculous.”






The King of Qi sighed. “In that case, you probably didn’t understand that floating star chart your master owned, did you?”






The black-robed man said: “Was... was that a star chart? I didn’t realize.”






The King of Qi sighed again. “See, if you don’t know even these basics, how am I supposed to explain to you the greatest secret behind the formation of this world? How am I supposed to explain the terrible conspiracy your master has hidden within this secret? That time, I spoke with your master for a day, and it took me half a month of thinking to fully understand it all. I tell you, you’ll never be able to see the truth behind this. The spark in your heart has stifled from your purposeless longevity. You’ve lost the ability to pry into something you don’t understand, to truly  think.”






The black-robed man was stunned for a long time. Then he said: “What secret? What conspiracy? What does it have to to with the stars? You speak incoherent nonsense. I think you’re mad. You must have gone mad!” He turned and stumbled away. “Mad... mad, Kuai Che was right, you’ve truly gone mad... haha, how laughable! My master was doomed by a madman...”






---






In October, the King of Qi deployed his armies south to join with the King of Han and the various other lords to attack Xiang Yu. Under the King of Qi’s onslaught, Xiang Yu found himself in dire straits, his territory shrinking.






In November, the King of Qi tightened the vise of his surrounding forces, trapping Xiang Yu and his ten thousand troops at Gaixia.






In February, the great battle began.






---






In the royal palace at Linzi, Ji Jiang couldn’t stand to wait any longer. She decided to hurry to the base of operations at Dingtao to await the King of Qi, so she could greet him in his triumph sooner.






When she arrived at Dingtao, she heard the good news: the alliance had won! Xiang Yu had been defeated at Gaixia and died by the banks of Wu River. The various armies were either clearing away the last enemy remnants or returning home in triumph. Dingtao was the shared base of operations for several of these armies; they were now returning here, one after the other, spirits extraordinarily lively. The whole city of Dingtao was jubilant with victory.






Ji Jiang, delighted like the rest, asked for directions to the Qi encampment. The Qi troops had neat and orderly countenances, their armor clean and bright, and they and their horses were visibly more majestic than the other groups’. Using her palace tally, she accessed the command center and asked as to the King of Qi’s whereabouts. Several officers recognized her, knew of her favored status with the King of Qi, and enthusiastically led her through camp toward the king’s tent. They told her: “The King of Qi has left on a matter of business. Wait for a while, he’ll return this afternoon.”






As her escorts walked, they proudly told her of the fierce campaign they’d experienced. When they came to the exciting parts, they practically radiated delight, chests puffed skyward. Ji Jiang caught their infectious enthusiasm as she listened; “What happened next?” she asked. “Who killed the Hegemon-King of Western Chu in the end?”






Her escorts exchanged looks, instantly deflating.






One of them said: “Don’t bring that up. Just talking about it makes you want to hit something.”






Perplexed, Ji Jiang asked: “What? What happened?”






The officer growled: “We did all that hard work, setting up ten sets of ambushes to weaken Xiang Yu bit by bit. He fled to the bank of Wu River with just twenty-six riders left. That’s when the Han soldiers rush out like a swarm of hornets! Hmph, they can’t do the hard fighting, but they sure know how to beat a dead tiger.”






Another said: “Our King of Qi made it sound so nice when he made us retreat three li. ‘We won’t squabble with the King of Han’s men for achievements,’ he said. But how is this about squabbling for achievements? This is about what’s fair and what’s not!”






Yet another added: “Ah, well, it’s only a thousand pounds of gold and a ten thousand household marquisate. Let them be the ones to grab for it. The people of the world have sharp eyes. Who doesn’t know that our Qi army was the one to defeat the Hegemon-King?”






The first man said: “I’m not going to grin and bear it! Why should we plant the trees and they pick the fruit? That King of Han is really something. He can dodge a hard fight faster than anyone, and jump back out to grab the profits faster than anyone!”






Another said: “Yeah, and he claims to be virtuous!”






Ji Jiang rolled her eyes, laughing. “Do you really think you got the short end of the stick? The King of Qi was keeping you all safe! Now, the Han army got a bad deal.”






That took everyone aback. Someone said: “Lady Ji Jiang, are you joking? The Han army took advantage of us, plain and simple, and you say they got a bad deal?”






Ji Jiang said: “I ask you: did you want that ten thousand household marquisate, those thousand pounds of gold?”






The man said: “Yes! Of course I wanted them!”






“And you?”






The others joined in: “Of course, who wouldn’t!”






Ji Jiang said: “Exactly. Who wouldn’t? There are three hundred thousand men in the Qi army, and who out of them wouldn’t want gold and a marquisate? But there’s only one Hegemon-King of Western Chu!”






Several paused, and one man seemed to realize: “Ah! Yes, I’d heard that the Han soldiers were so desperate to get their hands on Xiang Yu’s body that they started killing each other by the hundreds. Countless others were squeezed and trampled to death. In the end, they tore the body into five pieces-- the undertakers had a horrific time piecing it back together. The reward got split into five parts, too, one for each person.”






Ji Jiang said: “Which makes two hundred pounds of gold and two thousand households. What’s so impressive about that? Good for you if you managed to grab part of his corpse, but think about all those people who became corpses in the attempt! No matter how much you want gold and marquisates, they can’t be worth your life! Tell me, compared with the Han army, did you lose out or win out?”






Her escorts, realization dawning, near prostrated themselves in admiration for this outwardly unassuming girl. No wonder the King of Qi trusted and relied on her so, they thought. She indeed surpassed the ordinary. “Lady Ji Jiang, your sharp mind puts us simple warriors to shame. We hadn’t realized the pains the King of Qi took for our sake in all this time.”






In the space of the conversation, they’d arrived at the tent. Another one of her escorts said: “Still, I don’t see why the King of Qi threw away that magic mirror at Pengcheng. The King of Han’s men weren’t there to fight for it. We presented it to him for the taking. Why did he have to do that?”






Ji Jiang, puzzled, asked: “What magic mirror?”






The officer said: “After we took Pengcheng, a squadron of our people found a rectangular mirror in the Hegemon-King of Western Chu’s royal palace. Interestingly enough, that mirror could show you your five viscera and six bowels! We came together and decided to present this treasure to the King of Qi. Who knew that he’d take one look and-- come, guess what happened.”






Ji Jiang asked: “What happened?”






“The King of Qi ordered us to immediately carry that mirror out of the city and throw it into the river. Ai, the King of Qi’s strict with his orders, so no one dared to disobey. A treasure that fine, tossed into the rushing waters of the Sishui in front of our eyes. It’s a real pity.”






Ji Jiang was taken aback. She said slowly: “The King of Qi... why would he do that?”






The officer said: “Who knows? I wish I knew.”






Ji Jiang considered a while, and couldn’t think of any reason either. She said: “The King of Qi must have had his reason. Anyway, thank you, everyone. You can return and rest now. I’ll rest a bit too, here, and wait for the King of Qi.”






Once the officers left, Ji Jiang tossed off her shoes and lay down on the King of Qi’s camp bed. The exhaustion that followed her intense days of travel had pervaded every limb and bone. Her body ached all over, but in a good way, and her eyes drowsily closed in no time at all. From the pillow, she could smell the faint, familiar scent of the King of Qi’s hair. It put her heart at ease for reasons she couldn’t name, and she soon drifted into the world of dreams.






When she woke, the King of Qi stood in front of the bed, smiling. “So?” he asked. “Have you slept enough?”






“Yes.” The sight of the King of Qi made Ji Jiang ineffably happy. “Your Highness, you arrived before now, didn’t you? Why didn’t you wake me?”






The King of Qi said: “If I woke you, would you have gotten nearly enough sleep? Here, clean your face.” He handed a cloth, neatly wrung, to Ji Jiang.






Ji Jiang wiped her face, then set the cloth aside with a laugh. “You’ve come back from defeating the infamous Hegemon-King of Western Chu to help a little girl wash her face. I’ll have to tell it to the other girls in my hometown-- what bragging rights!”






The King of Qi gently pinched her cheek, laughing. “Why not, I’ll wash your feet, too, if you want! But other people might not believe you.”






Ji Jiang said: “Hmph! They dare not believe me? If they don’t believe me, send out a public decree, Your Highness: ‘We have a weakness for serving others. Our waiting upon the lady Ji Jiang in the matter of washing her face we confirm to be truth! You whom we address, do not mistake it for erroneous slander.” She barely managed to finish speaking before breaking into giggles, and the King of Qi, too, joined in.






The two of them took a while to recover. Ji Jiang continued: “Your Highness, I’ve heard from the others, you fought one beautiful battle! That ten-sided ambush formation left Xiang Yu running in circles. I heard that you had men sing songs from Chu at night, too. It drove Xiang Yu crazy, not knowing how much of his territory and people you’d taken. He spent the nights bellowing and singing and weeping in his tent. He’d completely fallen apart.”






The King of Qi sighed. “To be honest, I pity him a little. He wasn’t evil by nature, but he wasn’t meant for his position. I suppose our era of chaos forced him up there. He didn’t have much of a choice. If he were a little more clear-headed, a little more aware, willing to listen more to Fan Zeng, maybe he wouldn’t have fallen so far. But in a position like his, how many can stay clear-headed? Not to mention the--” Here, he suddenly fell silent.






Ji Jiang said: “Not to mention what?”






The King of Qi said: “Never mind, no point in bringing it up. That thing can no longer harm anyone.”






Ji Jiang, increasingly curious, asked: “Your Highness, what are you talking about? What ‘harming anyone?’”






The King of Qi thought for a moment, then said: “Very well, it’s all in the past anyway. There’s no harm in telling you. There was a mirror--”






“Ah,” Ji Jiang exclaimed. “A mirror?”






The King of Qi noticed Ji Jiang’s strange expression. “Did you hear about it?”






Ji Jiang nodded. “They told me that they found a magic mirror when they entered Pengcheng, a mirror that revealed your internal organs. They gifted it to you, but you threw it into the Sishui.”






The King of Qi said: “Yes, that mirror. It’s not a funny story. That thing is dangerous-- I may not understand the mechanisms behind it, but I know that using it for too long will damage one’s mind. Qin Shihuang and the Hegemon-King of Chu both grew perverse and unstable after they gained it. Could I allow it to remain in this world?”






Ji Jiang listened, both astonished and confused. She was silent for a long time before an idea came into her mind. “But Your Highness, you didn’t have to throw it away. You could use it for something else.”






The King of Qi asked: “What?”






Ji Jiang looked around, then leaned close to the King of Qi and said: “Gift it to the King of Han.”






Unexpectedly, when the King of Qi heard her mention the King of Han, the cheer in his face instantly disappeared, replaced by gloom. He sat down at the bed’s edge, silent, as if deeply preoccupied.






Ji Jiang said: “Your Highness, what’s with you?”






The King of Qi didn’t immediately reply. Then: “If my spies report correctly, the Guest of Canghai has gone to the King of Han.”






Ji Jiang said: “The creepy black-robed man? That’s good news! I saw from the beginning that he was up to no good, trying to get you to do all those strange things. I was pretty worried for you back then! And now he’s gone to bewitch the King of Han? Isn’t that the best thing that could have happened?”






The King of Qi said: “The Guest of Canghai isn’t worth my concern. I’m just worried that... ai!”






Ji Jiang said: “Your Highness, what are you worried about?”






The King of Qi said: “I’m worried that... it somehow survived. Ai, I can only hope I’m fussing over nothing...” He raised his head, gazing upward, brow slightly furrowed. “How could it be possible? That earthshaking tsunami... could its endurance truly be so great--”






Ji Jiang grabbed the King of Qi’s hand. “Your Highness, who didn’t die? What are you talking about?”






“Correct, he survived!” Accompanying the icy voice was the black-robed man, manifesting himself as suddenly as a ghost in their tent. “You were no more than an ant trying to shake a tree, a praying mantis trying to block a cart. It’s laughable that you thought any mortal could oppose a god!”






Ji Jiang felt the King of Qi’s hand go cold in hers. Startled, she looked at the King of Qi. His face was terribly pale. 






With effort, he said: “That’s... that’s impossible. I’ve sent men to check. The island was buried in ash tens of feet thick. The volcano’s opening still steamed with molten rock!”






The black-robed man said: “Indeed, you managed to destroy the palace he’d built through more than three thousand years of hard work. All those priceless divine artifacts... But! How could you harm his actual body? He’s nothing less than a god of heaven. I told you that in the beginning, but you insisted on disbelieving me, insisted on working against him. Very well, then. Await your punishment!” He turned and left.






The King of Qi suddenly said: “Wait.”






The black-robed man paused in his steps and turned his head. “Oh?” he said in a mocking tone. “Do you regret now? Will you beg for mercy? It’s too late for that!”






The King of Qi said: “How many of his inhuman abilities remain?”






The black-robed man paused. “What did you say?”






The King of Qi said: “If I’ve conjectured correctly, most of his abilities come from his devices. His powers aren’t nearly as great as they were before, are they?”






The black-robed man looked at the King of Qi for a long time. Then he nodded. “Even if that’s the case, he has more than enough to take care of you!”






The King of Qi said: “Yes, I know. His intelligence is many times greater than mine. I never expected a full victory. Just achieving as much as I have is enough to satisfy me.”






The black-robed man laughed humorlessly. “Satisfied? You’ll die without a resting place!”






The King of Qi smiled lightly, bleakly. “I’ve been prepared for today ever since I fired those three Trace-Dragging Swords toward the sea. Let him come and exact his vengeance. I’ll wait.”






---






Notes:






And here are the magitech rocket launchers as promised. 






[1] Cuju is basically ancient Chinese soccer. You might recognize it from Red Cliffs or that Han Wu Da Di drama.


  

[2] This is "The Chu Madman's Song of Reception" (《楚狂接舆歌》,) an old folk song
 from the State of Chu. It's first recorded in the Analects of 
Confucius, where a scholar pretending to be a madman sings it to 
Confucius and then disappears. Phoenixes are said only to appear when 
the land is wisely governed, so this whole song is quite political.






[3] Han Xin is quoting from the Commentary of Zuo. Ji Jiang's scholarly knowledge seems to be rubbing off on him. 
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        [bookmark: 6863962897822574152]

Ji Jiang V









It was night. The lights in camp shone bright as everyone, from the commanders to the footsoldiers, celebrated their victory.






In the main tent, the King of Qi had arranged a bountiful banquet. He toasted his subordinates one by one, praising their hard work.






Ji Jiang stood at his side, arms sore from pouring so many cups of wine, but her heart was light.






Suddenly, rushed hoofbeats sounded in the distance. The guests were taken aback-- who dared to ride at a gallop within the King of Qi’s camp? The hoofbeats ceased outside of the main tent.






The King of Han and his men swarmed in.






The guests had yet to recover from the wine and the shock when the King of Qi knelt and paid his respects. “Your servant greets Your Highness. I didn’t know of your visit and therefore failed to send a welcoming party. I hope Your Highness will forgive me.”






The King of Han didn’t bother to reply. He went straight up to the King of Qi’s seat at the banquet, sat, and picked up the Grand Marshal’s tiger tally. He turned it round and round in his hands, gazing at the King of Qi. Cheerfully, he said: “Western Chu is no more, and peace returns to the world. King of Qi, you won’t be needing this anymore, will you?”






Ji Jiang’s fingers tightened convulsively around the handle of her wine jug, fearing that she wouldn’t be able to resist dumping its contents down the King of Han’s face.






The King of Qi untied the purple cord at his hip, set it in front of the King of Han, bowed, retreated a few steps, turned to face his stunned subordinates. “From today onward, you will all obey the command of our Great King. Do you hear?”






It took a long time before his subordinates replied with a ragged chorus of: “We hear.” “Aye.” “Yes”






One officer, drunkenly sprawled across his dining desk, slurred: “Great... Great King? Aren’t... aren’t you the Great King?”






The King of Han wore the same wide smile as before, but in the depth of his eyes flashed an icy glint reminiscent of a bird of prey.






The King of Qi said: “Not me, but the King of Han!” Raising his voice, he asked once more: “Do you hear?”






“We hear.” His subordinates managed some semblance of unison this time.






The wine jug fell to the floor with a crash. Its contents spilled, rich and fragrant and gurgling.






Ji Jiang stormed out of the tent.





[bookmark: more]






The north wind blew cold against her, cold enough to pierce her to the bone.






Ji Jiang hugged herself. She sat amidst the dead grass on a small dirt hill, shivering. Her body was cold, very cold, but her heart burned white-hot. It made her want to cry, to curse, to shout. In the end, she only bit her lips tightly shut.






A fur cloak fell around her shoulders. She looked up, saw the King of Qi, and promptly shrugged off the cloak.






The King of Qi once again pulled the cloak around her. “You’ll catch cold.”






Ji Jiang looked up at the King of Qi. Her lips trembled, and her tears finally fell. “Your Highness, you were a doormat!”






The King of Qi was silent for a while. Then: “Yes, I was a doormat.”






Ji Jiang said: “You said you’d only let him go three times.”






The King of Qi said: “Yes, I said I’d only let him go three times.”






Ji Jiang said: “This is the fourth time.”






The King of Qi said: “Yes, this is the fourth time.”






“For how long will you put up with this?” Ji Jiang sobbed. “Tell me, Your Highness!”






The King of Qi sighed and gently stroked Ji Jiang’s hair. “You’ll understand someday. You’ll understand someday for sure.”






---






In January, the King of Han sent out an edict. It went: “The land of Chu has been pacified. Since the death of the Emperor Yi, its people have wanted for a ruler to reassure them. The King of Qi knows the traditions of Chu. His title is henceforth changed to the King of Chu, and he shall rule the Huaibei region [1]; his new capital shall be the city of Xiapi. Under the Chancellor of Wei and Marquis of Jiancheng Peng Yue, the people of Wei have labored diligently. He has frequently used smaller forces to defeat great multitudes and has won many victories against Chu forces. He shall rule over the former territory of Wei. He is named King of Liang; his capital shall be the city of Dingtao.”






A sharp-eyed individual could see that, although the edict named two kings, Peng Yue was only the garnish to the main course. Peng Yue had long fought in the Liang area; his kingship had been agreed upon since the beginning. But reassigning the King of Qi to Chu was obviously meant to demean him.






‘Knowing the traditions of Chu’ was a far-fetched excuse. Why should someone have to be the king of wherever he came from? This edict was clearly targeted at the King of Qi.






Ji Jiang took a copy of the edict to the King of Qi-- no, he was the King of Chu now.






The King of Chu was sitting at his desk, writing something. 






Ji Jiang threw the edict onto his desk. “Your Highness! Look at this! This is what’s become of his promise to add all the territory east of Chen till the sea to your holdings!”






The King of Chu kept on writing without looking up. “I saw that earlier. Nothing wrong with that.”






Ji Jiang said: “Nothing wrong with that? He clearly said that he would add to your holdings, but now he’s switching them. How is that acceptable?”






The King of Chu set down his brush. “Ah, well, switching is fine with me. I haven’t been back home for a long time. I’d like to go and look around, take care of some business while I’m at it.”






Ji Jiang nearly shook with rage. “Qi has grown wealthy and strong under your rule. Every year, the salt and fishing industries bring in countless thousands. And he stole it all from you with this edict. In return, he tosses you impoverished, war-ravaged Huaibei. And you don’t care?”






The King of Chu stood, taking his completed scroll with him. He walked to Ji Jiang’s side and patted her shoulder. “Chu isn’t as bad as you make it out to be. Come with me and take a look. You’ll find plenty of interesting things there-- it’s just as good as Qi!” He prepared to leave.






Angry and upset, Ji Jiang said: “Your Highness...”






The King of Chu turned his head. “What?”






Ji Jiang had a bellyful of things she wanted to say, but couldn’t. After long thought, she pointed at the scroll in the King of Chu’s hand. “What were you writing earlier?”






The King of Chu looked down. “Oh, this. They wanted me to draft the endorsement.”






Ji Jiang said: “An endorsement? For what?”






The King of Chu said: “For the King of Han to declare himself emperor.”






Ji Jiang looked at the King of Chu, unable to say anything.






The King of Chu laughed. “There’s no way around it. I have the highest standing amongst the lords and kings. I have to play the lead role.”






Ji Jiang, still silent, looked at him.






The King of Chu seemed a little uncomfortable, but laughed again. “To be honest, I’m rather annoyed myself with all these formalities and essays. He’ll decline a few times to begin with, of course, so I’ll have to lead the other ministers in more rounds of petitions!”






Ji Jiang held his gaze. She said, enunciating every word: “Your Highness, I truly wish that the one being petitioned was you.”






A hint of disappointment flashed across the King of Chu’s eyes, but he quickly lowered his face. He said calmly: “Enough, Ji Jiang. The height of my power has passed. The situation is set.”






Ji Jiang sat down stiffly, watching the King of Chu’s retreating back. She said quietly to herself: “Your Highness, is it you? Is it really you?”






---






In February, under the unanimous endorsement of his ministers, the King of Han accepted the title of emperor on the banks of the Si River.






--






In March, by the banks of the Sishui where it flowed past Huaiyin, the King of Chu quietly stood, fishing.






A little while later, someone brought two people over. One was an old woman, seventy or so; the other was forty or fifty and looked like a local functionary of some sort. The two of them saw the gold-crowned man in dragon robes, knew him to be the new King of Chu, and hurriedly knelt to pay their respects. 






The King of Chu walked over to help the old woman up. “Madam, you don’t need to observe these formalities. I can’t accept them from you.”






The old woman, astonished, stood unsteadily in front of the King of Chu. She said fearfully: “Your Highness, what...” 






The King of Chu waved his hand, and his attendants brought forth a heavy chest and set it in front of the old woman. They opened it; all that could be seen was shining gold. The entire chest was stacked full of gold!






The King of Chu said: “Madam, these thousand pounds of gold are yours. I’ll have my men carry it to your home later.”






The old woman said: “Your Highness, this... what is this...”






The King of Chu said: “Madam, don’t call me ‘Your Highness.’ Look carefully, who am I?”






The old woman squinted her faded eyes. “You’re...”






The King of Chu raised the fishing rod in his hand.






The old woman realized: “Ah! You were that young man trying to fish here. Your name is Han... Han...”






The King of Chu said: “Han Xin. Madam, you were washing laundry here when you saw me trying to fish and starving. You gave me your own food for ten days. Grateful, I said to you: ‘I’ll repay you well in the future.’ You got angry at me. ‘I saw a strapping young man too pathetic to feed himself,’ you said, ‘and took pity! Do you think I did it because I expected any repayment?’ Madam, I can feed myself now. Please accept this token of my thanks.”






Surprised and delighted, the old woman said: “Little Han has made his way in the world now! Good, good...”






After the old woman left, Han Xin turned to the kneeling official.






The official kowtowed, trembling. “Forgive me for my crime, Your Highness, forgive me. I was blind to your greatness and slighted you, Your Highness--”






The King of Chu said: “Town Marshal Yao, you’ve committed no crime requiring forgiveness. You, too, aided me, only you quit halfway. When you concluded that I would stay the way I was for the rest of my life, that helping me wouldn’t come with any sort of repayment, you didn’t bother to continue being generous. Very well--” he waved his hand-- “take home what you deserve!”






An attendant brought a round platter in front of Town Marshal Yao. A hundred coins, strung neatly together, lay upon it. Town Marshal Yao stared blankly.






The King of Chu said: “The meals I begged off your family back then couldn’t have been worth more than this. Take it, and with this, a lesson: those who act generously without any expectation of recompense will often receive the uncommon repayment that those who act generously with ulterior motives will never receive.” Regretful and embarrassed, Town Marshal Yao picked up the coins and left, almost as if he were fleeing.






The King of Chu picked up his rod, preparing to return to his fishing, when he saw several of his soldiers approaching with a prisoner. Tightly bound, the prisoner stumbled forward under the prodding of his captors. At the sight of the King of Chu, he dropped into a kneel and desperately began to kowtow. “Spare me, Your Highness! Spare me, Your Highness!”






Taken aback, the King of Chu said: “Who is this man? Who told you to seize him?”






One soldier grabbed the prisoner’s hair and pulled his face into view. “Your Highness, this bastard was the one who humiliated you back then. We soldiers weren’t going to let him get away with it, so we listened around and found him. We wanted to knife him on the spot, but thought Your Highness might not find that satisfying enough, so we brought him here for Your Highness to deal with yourself.”






The King of Chu looked at the trembling, terrified prisoner. He nodded and smiled a little. “Yin Hu, I recall you were quite cocky. What happened?”






Yin Hu shook like a chaff sifter, his face dead white.






The King of Chu bent down and said lightly into Yin Hu’s ear: “When you told me to crawl through your legs, I suppose you hadn’t thought that today would happen?”






Yin Hu was already terrified out of his wits. “I... I only ask... Your Highness to give... give me a quick death,” he stuttered.






The King of Chu straightened and waved his hand. “Untie him!”






His soldiers hesitated, but obeyed, freeing Yin Hu from his ropes.






The King of Chu gestured at him. “Stand up.”






Shakily, Yin Hu stood.






The King of Chu looked Yin Hu up and down. “You’re in fine shape! There are plenty of better things that you can do besides causing disturbances in the town square! How about this, my capital of Xiapi needs another lieutenant for its city patrols. You can fill that spot and help them catch thieves. Put all your excessive energies into something useful!”






Yin Hu and the soldiers could only stare.






The King of Chu turned back around, flicked his line into the river, and resumed fishing.






Without speaking, Yin Yu fell to his knees. His head met the ground like pestle against mortar.






The King of Chu waved a hand over his shoulder, indicating that he should leave.






The soldiers looked awkwardly at one another. Finally, one person said hesitantly: “Your Highness, why...”






The King of Chu gazed at the fishing bobber resting on the water. “Back then, when he degraded me, I could have easily killed him on the spot,” he said lightly. “But there would have been no point to it. So I endured until today. Only, today, I don’t feel like killing him-- did I fight all my life, win the power and prestige I hold today, just for the sake of taking revenge on a petty bully? Just the thought of it makes me laugh. Not to mention--” the King of Chu paused here, gazing into the distance-- “he helped me become the person I am today. Humiliation is a source of strength, too. You didn’t need to seize him, really, but it’s fine that you did. I’ve taken care of all the debts I should’ve taken care of, good and bad, tied up my loose ends.”






---






By the time he returned to the palace at Xiapi, Ji Jiang was anxious from waiting.






“Your Highness,” she said as she helped unfasten the King of Chu’s cloak, dusty with travel. “The emperor sent envoys, and they take after their master in utter arrogance! Their eyes grow out of their forehead, their noses point skyward,  they gesture orders with their chins as if they were the rulers here! I nearly exploded with rage watching them. Who knows what grubby corner they were hiding in while you swept clean the land under heaven!”






The King of Chu said: “Oh, I’ll go see them. Where are they?”






Ji Jiang said: “In the side chamber.”






The King of Chu and Ji Jiang walked to the side chamber, where a group of men waited inside, laughing and bantering. One man sat openly in the King of Chu’s throne, his feet propped up on the desk. When they saw the King of Chu enter, the group fell silent. The one on the throne seemed to be their leader; he swept his cold gaze over the King of Chu, not bothering to take his feet off the desk. “You’re a proud one, King of Chu! You left us waiting here while you ran off to who knows where!”






Unable to contain her anger, Ji Jiang opened her mouth to speak, but the King of Chu took her hand and squeezed it. “I apologize for the wait. It was my failing.”






The envoy snorted contemptuously. “By His Majesty’s edict, I’ll ask you two things.”






The King of Chu said: “His loyal minister respectfully awaits his inquiry. I will answer all I can.”






The envoy said: “The first thing: Are you harboring the fugitive officer Zhongli Mei of Western Chu?”






The King of Chu answered crisply: “No.”






“The second thing:” The envoy’s expression suddenly became deathly serious. He stepped off the throne and walked to the King of Chu. In a low tone, he said: “Is the ‘Tripod’s Heart’ here?” He watched the King of Chu’s face with burning eyes.






The King of Chu calmly answered: “I don’t know what you mean, esteemed envoy.”






The envoy watched him for a long time, then said resentfully: “You know perfectly well what I mean. His Majesty will send others here, King of Chu. It’s best if you’re clear on this!”






Threat voiced, the envoy waved the others behind him and left.






Ji Jiang said angrily: “You’re still a king, Your Highness. How dare they act so arrogantly? They’re dogs borrowing their master’s authority, nothing more!”






The King of Chu shook his head. “We’ll see envoys even more arrogant than them in the future.”






---






A month later, the envoys even more arrogant than them came.






The King of Chu and Ji Jiang were strolling by the Sishui. On either bank, the willows had budded green; the broad, placid surface of the river rippled and shimmered under the late afternoon sun. Ji Jiang’s heart was too heavy to enjoy the scenery, but the King of Chu idly pointed with a willow twig: “Ji Jiang, look, the Sishui originates from your Qi’s Meng Mountain and winds more than a thousand li through our Chu, passing by my, Xiang Yu’s, and our current emperor’s hometowns. It’s almost as if it had somehow bound our fates together from the beginning...”






In the distance, hoofbeats sounded. Ji Jiang turned toward the sound and saw an approaching group of riders. When they drew near, they reined in their horses. Their leader wore brocade robes and a feathered, silken headdress. One could tell from a look that he was from the emperor’s personal guard.






He dismounted and strutted forth, a dragon-headed bronze tally in his hand. “By His Majesty’s command, I come with two orders for the King of Chu!”






The King of Chu said: “Please tell, esteemed envoy.”






The leader said: “First: apprehend the fugitive Zhongli Mei with all due speed! Anyone who dares harbor him will be severely punished as the law decrees!”






Ji Jiang couldn’t take it any longer. “Who has the right to sentence our king to punishment?” she shouted. “Ask the emperor, who conquered his empire for him? Severely punished? Hah! Even if our king really did harbor Zhongli Mei, he destroyed Xiang Yu for the emperor! You think that wouldn’t cancel out--”






The King of Chu stopped Ji Jiang. To the envoy, he said: “I will obey His Majesty’s command. What else?”






The man took a step closer and stretched out a hand. In a low voice, he said: “His Majesty orders you to hand over the ‘Tripod’s Heart.’”






The King of Chu shook his head, gazing toward the Sishui. “I don’t have whatever that is.”






The man took another step, menacing closer. “You can either keep your kingship or your ‘Tripod’s Heart.’ Choose!”






“My kingship?” the King of Chu laughed. He unfastened his golden royal headdress and offered it to the man. “Take it. Wealth and titles are nothing to me.”






“Bah!” The envoy angrily waved his hand. “His Majesty’s patience has its limits. Wait for the Commandant of Justice’s subpoena, then!” He mounted his horse, jerked it around, and rode back along the road from which he arrived.






Ji Jiang asked: “What’s the ‘Tripod’s Heart,’ that they’d threaten to take away your kingship for it?”






The King of Chu sighed softly. “I’d wanted to keep it for the future generations. Perhaps the people then would possess sufficient knowledge to unlock its secrets. But it seems that I can’t wait until then. I’ve enjoyed honor and glory for too long; I can’t endure those torments and sufferings anymore--” he raised his voice-- “Esteemed envoy!”






The rider at the front reined in his horse, turning his head.






The King of Chu said: “I offered the ‘Tripod’s Heart’ to you, but you didn’t want it.” He turned the golden headdress in his hands, extended a finger to twist, then press. With a click, a small, thin wafer of shining material appeared at his fingertip. “Is this it?”






The man’s eyes brightened, his face delighted. “Ah! Yes, that’s--”






The King of Chu lightly flicked his finger. The shining little wafer flew, tumbling through the air, and fell into the gently rippling Sishui.






“You--” The envoy was stunned and furious, but didn’t have the time to fly into a rage. He frantically ordered the rest of the riders: “Hurry! Hurry! Why are you standing there? Get into the water, now! All of you, go down and look for it! Look for it!”






The King of Chu watched them scramble into action. He leisurely put his headdress back on. “Esteemed envoy, please relay these words to His Majesty: if His Majesty is a virtuous ruler, he doesn’t need the Nine Tripods; if he is a corrupt ruler, the Nine Tripods won’t save him. The most powerful divine object can’t preserve a tyrannical government forever. If he wants a long and prosperous rule, he should try treating the common people well!”






The envoy ignored the King of Chu. “Have you found it yet?” he roared as he ran up and down the riverbank. “Have you found it yet? Hurry! Hurry and search!”






Suddenly, a man broke the surface of the water, holding that small, bright wafer in one hand and wiping the water from his face with another. “Here! I found it!”






On the bank, the envoy was beside himself with joy. “Give it to me! Hurry and give it to me!”






When the wafer reached his hands, the envoy meticulously wiped it dry. He wrapped it up and placed it into a silk-padded case, then tucked it carefully away. He glared at the King of Chu one last time and rode off with his cohorts.






Ji Jiang said: “No wonder you designed that headdress yourself. You wanted to use it to hide that! Ai, Your Highness, if you’d hidden it so well, why did you take it out and let them grab it?”






The King of Chu gazed into the distance. “All they got was a piece of useless trash-- the water destroyed it.”






Ji Jiang said: “What was that, anyway? It was so small, but when you threw it into the river, they jumped in chasing after it. Why does it hold such import for them?”






“That was the dreamt-about treasure of countless rulers of history.” The King of Chu sighed, returning his gaze from the distance. He looked at Ji Jiang. “Let’s sit over there, Ji Jiang. I’ll tell you a very, very long story.”






---






I should have told you this story from the start, but it spans too long a time and too many tangled threads. Only recently did I fully understand its sequence of cause and effects.






First, promise me that no matter how astounding, or even suspicious, you find the elements of my story, you won’t interrupt me yet. Else, you’ll hear the story in fragments and have an even harder time understanding it.






The story begins a very long time ago. Exactly how long ago, I don’t know. Perhaps it was two thousand years ago, perhaps three or four. Either way, humanity at that time didn’t write histories or keep records. A nameless being from beyond the sky, a being vastly different from us, descended upon our world. An earthshaking “longlong” rumble accompanied its descent. Therefore, our ancestors called it long-- “dragon--” and some said it was the son of the god of thunder-- Ji Jiang, I told you, no matter how incredible you find this tale, wait until I finish to ask questions-- even now, I don’t know the real reason behind its visitation. All I know is that it came from a world utterly different from ours. For that reason, it made a fatal mistake as soon as it had arrived: it mistook our seas for dry land.






It had thought that such a flat surface would serve well as a place to land. And so it steered its vehicle-- some of our kind call it a ‘spaceship’-- into the Gulf of Bohai.






As I said, it came from a world utterly different from ours, a world that knew nothing of oceans. The devices they created were indestructible to all but our mundane seas.






Thus the spaceship was destroyed, corroded by the seawater.






This otherworldly being was horrified. Without its spaceship, it could never return to its original world. So it began to investigate our world.






The results of its investigation drove it into deeper fear. This world lacked the materials with which it could build a spaceship! Moreover, this was a world still in a state of barbarity. There was no writing, no mathematics, no metalwork, no engineering-- in short, unable to help it in any way.






Just as it began to despair, it noticed our moon, and noticed our moon’s power.






Landing its spaceship into the sea had cost it all its belongings, but not its intelligence. In its world, they’d already discovered one of the great secrets to the workings of the universe: between celestial bodies, there exists a force of attraction, stronger with closer objects and weaker with further objects, stronger with larger objects and weaker with smaller objects, that maintains the movements of the sun, moon, and stars. You lived by the sea, so you’re familiar with tides, I’d think? This force is what causes their rise and fall. In addition, this force can create slight distortions in space and time. If one could somehow focus and magnify these distortions, many incredible things could become possible. For example, the flow of time could bend, or even reverse-- don’t ask, I told you, raise your questions after I finish.






A daring plan surfaced in its mind: if it could somehow fill in the patch of sea where its spaceship landed, then ‘twist’ time so that the spot of land existed at the time of its landing, it wouldn’t have crashed into the sea to begin with, and the disaster would never have happened.






The task of filling in the sea would require enormous amounts of work, but no rare materials or advanced technology. It needed only manpower.






Enthused at the thought of its brilliant plan, it immediately got to work.






It began to construct devices that could warp the flow of time. This was far easier than building a spaceship. All the materials it required could be found in our world: cinnabar, realgar, plumbago, mica, crystal quartz, monazite...






Meanwhile, it began to use its intelligence to push along the development and population growth of our ancestors. It taught them fishing, hunting, farming, writing, mathematics... it helped them establish central governments and rituals and customs for the maintenance of long-term stability, so that the population would steadily increase. To cultivate the people’s minds as quickly as possible, it even gave the pinnacle of its world’s wisdom-- the Eight Trigrams-- to humanity. If it had known what kind of inspiration its gift would one day give to a certain young man, perhaps it wouldn’t have done that.






Our ancestors, adoring and grateful, revered it as “Fuxi.”  Fu, synonymous with pu, meaning “great” and “majestic;” xi comes from the name of the sun god, Xihe. Our ancestors bestowed upon it the most venerating name they could think of.






But what should we call it? Neither Long nor Fuxi is its real name, and I don’t know what its original name was. Perhaps names didn’t even exist in its world. For the sake of convenience, I’ll merge the names and call it Longxi.






Longxi’s two concurrent projects cost it a very long time. But this wasn’t a problem; the rhythm of its lifespan is different from ours, and his longevity was great enough to see them to completion.






Its growing problem was its increasingly inconvenient bodily appearance. Its face resembled a human’s, but its body was completely different from that of humanity. With the growth in people’s intelligence, they’d begun to notice the strangeness of its body, begun to look at it with questioning eyes. It taught them to craft clothing to hide the body, but it couldn’t completely eliminate their suspicions.






What did its body look like? I’m not sure either. Based on what little I saw and the bits and pieces in the historical record, I conjecture that its body resembles a snake, only much thicker, and with heavier scales.






How laughable, that a being so intelligent wears the body of the lowliest, ugliest lifeform on our world.






It had no choice but to retreat behind the stage while a messenger took care of its business amongst humankind. It gave this messenger eternal life in return for his faithful service. This messenger was Qian Keng, called Peng Zu by future generations.






Longxi relocated all its work to a small island in the Gulf of Bohai, where it continued to build its powerful devices, continued to watch all that took place on the mainland. He manipulated our history without stop to make this land develop in the direction it wanted.






It forged the Nine Tripods for Yu of Xia to stabilize the rule of the central government. The Nine Tripods could be used to monitor the Nine Provinces, allowing a ruler to easily quell any fomenting rebellion and thus avoid the decrease in population that came with wars. It wanted to increase our numbers as quickly as possible, so we could sooner begin its massive construction project.






The three dynasties of Xia, Shang, and Zhou passed. We grew from a small kingdom in the Central Plains to an enormous, populous nation. Our tools grew in sophistication, from wood and stone to iron and steel. Our mathematics could now calculate surface area, volume, efficiency,  solve equations and triangles... the conditions for the construction project were met. Concurrently, Longxi had succeeded in creating a device that could control time.






Now all it needed was a foreman.






It began to look for suitable candidates.






What constituted suitable? Such an enormous undertaking would shake any nation to its foundations; no sitting ruler would do something so foolish and dangerous. Therefore, it needed to find someone young, with sufficient talent for governance and fierce ambition, but no way of making his way in the world. With the promise of power as bait but the construction project as a condition, he would put all his energies to work for its sake.






It found the first candidate. He was still a child at the time, but already showed a talent for rulership and a hunger for power greater than any of his peers. But this boy held too low a status in the royal family to ever reach the throne. Longxi easily won over the boy and smoothed his path to power, step by step.






Decades of work and planning passed. The boy, as if in a fairytale, finally realized his dream of ruling an empire, becoming a ruler unprecedented in history.






But Longxi failed to take the power of avarice into account. A man who is never satisfied is like a snake trying to swallow an elephant. Once the child obtained power, he demanded immortality. Perhaps, if he’d obtained immortality, he would have demanded something else.






Longxi reached the end of patience. He ordered his messenger to exact punishment: steal the most vital component in the Nine Tripods, the Tripod’s Heart; and leave a magic mirror that revealed one’s five viscera and six bowels.






The child was delighted at the gift of the magic mirror and enraged at the loss of the Tripod’s Heart. But he didn’t know that the magic mirror he so treasured was meant as a trap. The mirror destroyed his mind, and eventually destroyed his empire.






After abandoning this greedy child, Longxi began to search for a second candidate.






It was very careful this time to find a young man both intelligent and upright. His country had fallen, his family had fallen, and his heart burned with vengeance. He, too, needed help. But when its messenger Qian Keng came into contact with this young man, he received a shock. The young man’s appearance was too distinctive-- a gentle beauty, like a maiden’s. In an era where strength and war determined all, his face was a fatal weakness! How could a leader with a face like a woman command the absolute obedience of his people till the completion of the undertaking, an undertaking of such magnitude and difficulty?






Longxi was once again forced to abandon his candidate and begin a third search. But before his messenger left, he gave the young man a powerful weapon and instructed him on how to use it against the greedy child. It was another punishment. If it succeeded, it would end the child’s rule there and then. If it failed, it would still strike a psychological blow upon the child, quickening his mental collapse.






The third candidate lived in Huaiyin. He was even smarter, even more outstanding than the first two, but his condition was even worse. Tormented by poverty and hunger and cold, he thirsted for power more than anyone else, craved success more fiercely than anyone else. Really, he couldn’t have been a better candidate had he been designed for it. Changing the young man’s fate was easier than changing the fate of the first two as well. All that the young man needed was a passageway for a war, and that passage had already existed at one point in history. Longxi could use his time-controlling device in the month of August, when the moon’s pull was strongest, to make the passage reappear. With that alone, the young man could unify all the land under heaven using his own abilities without requiring further intervention from Longxi.






But Longxi had many doubts about the young man. He was too outstanding. His intelligence was too great to be safe, too great for Longxi to control. Before it started using him, Longxi was already receiving “warning shocks” along the river of time. Once it used him, it seemed, it could result in powerful “ripples of distortion,” costing Longxi his predictive powers... oh, that’s too arcane. I should clarify.






From the viewpoint of our world, Longxi is an outsider. Every one of his interventions changes our set history, and every change in history causes the river of time to experience “ripples of distortion”. Where these ripples of distortion reach into the future, the future blurs and becomes impossible to read. Think of a rock being tossed into a pond. Until the ripples settle, you can’t see a good reflection off the surface of the pond. These blurry periods vary in length, but they always end eventually, which is why Longxi can always control the greater picture of our history.






Only, the ripples from changing this young man’s history seemed to reach along the entire length of the “river of time.” The ripples were so extensive that they might have no end, time being infinite in the future direction.






Such a case only results when the fate of someone truly outstanding is altered. The difference between that someone never getting a chance and that someone being allowed to use his abilities to their limits is self-evident, even on the historical scale. A change this large is more than enough to cast ripples through all the future.






Should he use this young man? Longxi was quite uncertain.






Too great a talent is a danger, but also a temptation. Making use of someone like him would be an immeasurable advantage to the construction project.






In the end, Longxi decided to use him.






The young man was prideful and contemptuous and loathed the idea of submitting to anyone. But this wasn’t a problem; reality would bend his head in time. When reality had driven the young man to the edge of despair, Longxi’s messenger appeared. He put the divine instrument to a far more minor use, “twisting” the time at a creek so that the young man, with his own eyes, saw a raging river miraculously disappear. Thus the young man was persuaded to the depths of his heart. He accepted the precious Tripod’s Heart from the messenger and agreed to the deal.






And so Longxi used its device to to open a passageway that had existed more than five hundred years ago, and opened, too, the door to the young man’s fate.






But there was an accident.






The ripples of distortion began the moment the passageway reappeared! They shook the entire river of time, so great in magnitude that they even flung the device that had birthed them five hundred years into the past!






This shouldn’t have been much of a problem. The device was lost, but could be rebuilt. With its palace facilities complete, it wouldn’t take long to build another. The young man’s meteoric rise to power promised much help when it came to obtaining the necessary resources.






But it had never anticipated such an incredible coincidence: the device lost five hundred years ago, handed down through the generations, had ended up in that young man’s hands!






The young man used his wits to carefully experiment, moving from inert objects to living horses, one step at a time. He gradually grasped the usage of this device, made the first step in his search for the full truth.






Afterwards, the young man told the messenger he wanted to see his mysterious master. The justifications he came up with proved sufficient, and Longxi agreed.






In the island palace, Longxi displayed all its dazzling devices and instruments freely in front of the young man. It thought that the people of this primitive world didn’t have the intelligence yet to understand them, that they would only cultivate the fear and reverence of humans towards it.






Longxi was wrong. He’d underestimated the young man.






The young man feigned astonishment and reverence, but he meticulously memorized everything he saw. He started by asking Longxi some questions relating to the construction, which Longxi very happily answered. It had been too long since he’d met such a conversant. The young man could reason through and understand everything he said, and was so full of curiosity that he chased every path of conversation down to its roots. Toward the end, Longxi even told him the real reason behind the construction project: the spaceship fallen to sea, the maneuverability of space and time, replacing sea with land...






It didn’t expect the young man to understand. But it had been in this primitive world for too long, and its loneliness was deep and great. And here was an audience that didn’t consider it a god or a demon, an audience willingly and patiently listening to its narrative.






Longxi spoke gladly. But when it realized that the young man understood all it had said, it grew wary again.






It sensed danger!






-------------------------------






Notes:






Han Xin’s new capital of Xiapi is the one of Romance of the Three Kingdoms fame, with the whole Xuzhou thing. I admit I never realized it used to be part of Chu until I started getting into this era; all the locations from back then are pretty squished together compared with modern-day China.




There are technically two Sishuis, because Pinyin has limits, so I’m calling one of them the Si River instead to differentiate them.




Also, I just recently caught that, in the introduction to Volume 15 of the Records of the Grand Historian, Sima Qian literally says that Qin’s successful unification of China was “as though heaven had aided it.” (Burton Watson translation.) Hmm…



[1] There's a city in Anhui by the name of Huaibei, but in this context, 
Huaibei refers to the portion of Chu that lay north of the Huai river. 
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The young man might realize the fatal drawback to its scheme and refuse to cooperate. Therefore, it hid its history as “Fuxi” from him.






But it was too late. The titles everywhere in the palace, Longxi’s strange garments and gait, all roused the young man’s suspicion.






When he returned, the young man studied many histories and records, and, with the help of an extraordinarily intelligent girl, finally discovered the true identity of his mysterious master.






The young man was at first puzzled. He didn’t understand why anyone would hide such a glorious and honorable past. But very quickly, he realized, and shock and worry followed.






There was a conspiracy at play, a terrible conspiracy.






He had to stop it!






The young man knew well the dangers, the near impossibility of success. Failure would bring with it horrific retribution, but he didn’t fear anything that might happen to his person after failure. Compared with the devastation that would result from the conspiracy’s success, any damage done to an individual was reduced to insignificance.






The most important thing was, he had to succeed. He couldn’t fail! He was one of the greats of this era, a talent found perhaps once in a hundred, a thousand years. If even his intelligence exhausted to its utmost couldn’t stop Longxi’s conspiracy, who afterward could save them?






He must succeed!






He left no stone unturned, using all of his knowledge from the battlefields to create a secret plan of his own. He would use the strongest force in all of nature, one that he’d never used in a battle before-- the fires below the earth.



[bookmark: more]




In the beginning, the plan went smoothly. He talked the messenger into persuading his master to bring him three powerful weapons. Then, on the shores of the Gulf of Bohai, at the foot of Zhifu Mountain, he shot all three weapons toward Longxi’s island. As he predicted, the force of the weapons triggered the long-dormant volcano, and its explosion destroyed the island palace, triggered a tsunami of rare magnitude.






But when the ashes settled, he received dark news: Longxi had survived!






He didn’t know how. Perhaps that sort of being possessed far greater endurance than humans.






Regardless, he’d done all he could. He had results to show for it. He destroyed the palace and devices that Longxi spent at least three thousand years building. Rebuilding it all would take that long again.






He delayed the employment of the conspiracy, won time to breathe for humanity. With this time, perhaps humanity could develop sufficient knowledge and intelligence to counter Longxi.






He was satisfied.






He knew the price he would soon have to pay for his choice. But he would face it calmly. He would not regret.






---






The story was over.






The moon had risen in the east, its clear light scattering silver upon the placid Sishui.






Ji Jiang was silent for a long time.






The King of Chu said: “Did you understand?”






Ji Jiang nodded. “Yes. But...” she slowly turned her head. “Is it all real?”






The King of Chu said: “Yes.”






Ji Jiang said: “Can you prove it to me?”






The King of Chu said: “Yes.” He looked up at the sky. “The moon looks good, but this is April. It’s best if we don’t go too far.”






Ji Jiang stared.






The King of Chu reached into his robes and carefully took out an object.






It was a pebble of rounded jade, pure white, about the size of a fist.






“Ji Jiang,” the King of Chu said, “do you still remember that elusive pheasant in the palace? You weren’t hearing pheasant-cries. You were hearing the warping of time. And you must have been puzzled at all the meteors passing above the palace. Those weren’t meteors, either, but the jade-pheasant absorbing the moon’s energy. This is the pheasant god from the temple at Chencang Town, so I call it the jade-pheasant.






“This is the device that Longxi lost. By all rights, no one should have found something so small and plain, lost among the deserted, mountainous wilderness. For that reason, Longxi wasn’t particularly concerned about where it ended up. He never expected that a curious ruler would send an army of thousands to search for it. That ruler was Duke Wen of Qin.






“After scouring the mountainsides, he at last found the jade-pheasant and kept it at the temple until now. I’ve looked through the histories. Chencang Passage was open at the time of Duke Wen of Qin’s reign.” The jade-pheasant began to glow from the inside, as if some spirit had lit a lamp in its depths.






Luo! Luo! Luo! Pheasant-cries rose around them.






A thin line of light, like a meteor, flew into the jade-pheasant. Another followed...






The jade-pheasant grew brighter and brighter.






Ji Jiang looked at it fearfully and took a few steps back.






The King of Chu said: “Don’t be afraid. Step a little closer to me. We’re about to set off.” The King of Chu gently twisted the jade-pheasant. It had appeared perfectly smooth and unmarked by cracks earlier, but the jade-pheasant now split into two halves. On the inside of each half were oddly-shaped knobs, circled by precise dividing lines marked with strange symbols.






The King of Chu said: “See, this is time, and this is space.” He carefully adjusted the knobs and put the jade-pheasant back together.






A powerful, but not blinding, ray of white light shot out of the jade-pheasant. Strangely, it didn’t shine into the distance, only gently wrapped itself around the two of them.






Ji Jiang, whether out of nervousness or fear, felt dizzy and nauseated.






The King of Chu held her shoulders. “If you feel dizziness or nausea, don’t be afraid. They’re normal.”






Ji Jiang found that the white light was thickening like mist, completely blocking off her view. She couldn’t see anything from the outside, and even the King of Chu beside her had become blurry. But she could clearly feel the King of Chu’s hands on her shoulders, hear him comfort her: “Don’t be afraid, don’t be afraid...”






The mist-like white light thickened still into the consistency of milk. It was terrifying, sinking into this sea of white. The whiteness pervaded every space around her, pressed against her senses, as if she could open her mouth and bite into it, reach out and seize it. And yet it was still only formless light.






Suddenly, she heard an ear-splitting shriek that overrode even the King of Chu’s comforting voice.






In the midst of terror, her only reassurance came from the King of Chu’s warm hands, which had never left her shoulders... the world suddenly brightened, and the terrible white light and shrieking sound both disappeared.






The sun dazzled in the cloudless sky. She found that they stood in a beautiful garden, an artificial hill beneath their feet. In front of the artificial mountain lay a clear pond, and across the pond sat a girl, dazedly looking at the surface of the water. Suddenly, the girl’s body shook, and she slowly raised her head and gazed toward them.






The girl was swarthy, skinny, and short, but her eyes were large and bright. Horror appeared in those eyes.






The King of Chu said: “Do you understand?”






Ji Jiang nodded. “I understand.”






The girl from across the pond moaned and collapsed to the ground.






Then they returned to the banks of the Sishui, surrounded by heavy night. Moonlight still spilled across the surface of the river, shimmering silver.






The King of Chu said: “Do you have any other questions?”






Ji Jiang said: “Yes.”






The King of Chu said: “Go ahead.”






Ji Jiang said: “Longxi lost the jade-pheasant in this era, but the jade-pheasant was clearly enshrined more than five hundred years ago by the state of Qin. In that case, in the five hundred years between then and the time at which Longxi lost the jade pheasant, wouldn’t there have existed two jade-pheasants at the same time: one with Longxi, one in the Qin temple? But there’s clearly only one jade-pheasant!”






The King of Chu said: “Yes, there’s only one. The one owned by Qin was the same one owned by Longxi. I told you, when time distorts, many incredible things can happen. Do you remember the two identical Windchasers? In reality, there weren’t two Windchasers, only one. And just then, didn’t you see your past self? People seem to have trouble understanding this, but that’s only because we live for so long in a one-way flow of time and have no way of seeing its entirety. How about this? Imagine a long ribbon. If I tie the ends together and make a loop, how many ribbons are there?”






Ji Jiang said: “One, of course, same as before.”






The King of Chu said: “Very good. And if I put my hands into the loop and pull in either direction so the loop is taut?”






Ji Jiang said: “There’s still only one ribbon.”






The King of Chu said: “Correct, there’s actually one ribbon. But say a small creature, like an ant, stood on the ribbon between my hands. It’s so small that its field of vision doesn’t encompass my hands at either end. In its eyes, how many ribbons are there?”






Ji Jiang hesitated, then said: “Two ribbons.”






The King of Chu said: “Yes, it sees two identical, parallel ribbons. It walks on one ribbon, and sees the other facing it. This situation resembles the phenomena that occur when time is distorted.”






Ji Jiang, deep in thought, said nothing.






The King of Chu didn’t rush her, but simply, quietly waited. He understood the difficulty of taking it all in.






After a time, Ji Jiang said: “I think I understand. But I have a second question.”






The King of Chu said: “Go ahead.”






Ji Jiang said: “Longxi used the jade-pheasant to reopen Chencang Passage for you, right?”






The King of Chu said: “Right.”






Ji Jiang said: “Why didn’t it choose to reopen the plankway instead? From my knowledge, the plankway had been burned only a few months ago, while Chencang Passage had been abandoned for five hundred years. Making it reappear should have been harder than making the plankway reappear. Why did it choose the difficult option?”






The King of Chu sighed. “It held certain hopes still.”






Ji Jiang asked: “Certain hopes?”






The King of Chu said: “It hoped that choosing a remote, long-abandoned passageway could lessen the ‘ripples of distortion.’ The Baoxie plankway has been a major trade route since it was built. It would be difficult to find a month where nobody was on it. If it accidentally brought any merchants with the passageway when it twisted time, it would undoubtedly have destabilized the future even further, increasing the difficulty of controlling it for Longxi. Only, this set of ripples of distortion had nothing to do with the passageway. I caused it all.”






Ji Jiang nodded. “I understand.” She paused, then said: “I still have one last question, and the most important.”






The King of Chu looked as if he’d long anticipated this.






Ji Jiang said: “Why do you want to destroy Longxi?”






The King of Chu said: “Why do you think?”






Hesitantly, Ji Jiang said: “Is it because of the enormous labor and wealth such a project would sap? Is it because Longxi’s too powerful and might threaten our existence? But regardless, humanity owes him a great debt. Without him, we wouldn’t have today.”






The King of Chu nodded. Meaningfully, he said: “Yes. Without him, we wouldn’t have today.” He said it very slowly, as if trying to get Ji Jiang to look at every word closely.






Ji Jiang was confused. Slowly, she thought she’d grasped something... suddenly, a terrible thought swept across her mind like lightning, fading before she could seize it. All that remained of it was a great sensation of horror.






The King of Chu watched her face. “Did you think of it?”






What did I realize? she asked herself desperately, trying to relocate where that thought had come from. Bit by bit, slowly... then the idea wormed itself out like a feral beast, reappearing with searing clarity in her mind.






The conspiracy left her stunned.






“You see now, yes?” the King of Chu said unhurriedly. “Without a beginning, how can there be an ending? Without a cause, how can there be an effect? If it hadn’t been this way from the start, then from where did the world of today spring?






“If I’d finished the project of filling in the sea for it, then the spaceship wouldn’t have been destroyed, thousands of years earlier. Longxi wouldn’t have needed to impart civilization upon us, so that we could help him fill in the sea.






“Such a strange paradox! If it hadn’t given us civilization, how could it have saved the spaceship? But these are the facts. There can only be one history. If it’s altered, the altered history ‘covers over’ the original version. This is the iron law of the universe!






“I recall that, in Longxi’s palace, I asked it: The first time its messenger made contact with me, he told me that without its help, I would die without achieving anything. But now I’d made a name for myself, become king. Where did that doomed ‘me’ go? If that ‘me’ didn’t exist, how did it learn about that ‘me’ from the river of time to begin with? It smiled without answering, and only had me read a poem. A poet from a thousand years later wrote it by the side of ‘my’ cenotaph to express sympathy for someone whose talents were ignored during his lifetime. 






“After that, I was overcome with melancholy for a long time. When I recovered, it patiently told me: ‘See, without my help, you’ll still achieve fame, but only after your death! Do you know how ‘you’ made a name for himself? When ‘you’ died, ‘you’ left behind a military book. Its worth was only discovered a very long time later, at which point it became a treasure to all military men. And so, ‘your’ status began to rise. They built temples to ‘you,’ performed annual rituals to honor ‘you.’ The various dynasties conferred posthumous titles to ‘you.’ From marquis to king, from king to emperor, from emperor to saint... but what are these honors worth after you’re dead? This world is miserly to living wise men, but very generous to the dead ones, because only dead men pose no threat to those in power. Would you prefer such an unfair history? Now that I’ve changed history to the way it is now, what do you have to complain about?






“I was moved to the bottom of my heart by his words, and became even more grateful toward him. But then, afterwards, I realized that he didn’t actually give me a straight answer to my question. Why did he dodge this question?






“I understood later. That doomed ‘me’ still existed, but this successful ‘me’ covered him over. The existing version is real. The nonexistent version is real, even more real than the existing version.






“Do you understand what I’m saying?






“Longxi couldn’t tell me this chain of cause and effect. It feared that I’d deduct the disastrous end effect of completing the construction project: the destruction of civilization!






“When the last shovelful of earth is placed on that man-made island, think, what will happen? No writing, no clothing, no rituals-- everything would return to savagery! An existence of raw meat and caves. I wouldn’t be a king, and you wouldn’t be a handmaiden. Perhaps we’d still have met, perhaps not-- no, we might not even exist. Longxi made too many changes to our history. Battles that should have happened didn’t happen, warriors that should have died didn’t die, population that should have been lost wasn’t lost.






“Of course, from Fuxi’s perspective, it bestowed civilization upon us in the first place and therefore has the right to rescind it. Really, the unaltered version of history was the one we should have had. But from our perspective, once the door to knowledge is opened, no one has the right to close it again-- including the being or god who opened it. They can evolve us from savagery to civilization, but they cannot return us from civilization to savagery!






“This is why I had to destroy him. Not because of the price of construction, or its strength, but in order to preserve civilization.”






The moon hung high overhead. It was spring, but Ji Jiang still felt cold. “Why did you tell me all this?”






The King of Chu gazed gently at Ji Jiang. “You still don’t realize? Someone will need to reveal this conspiracy, but not now. Take the jade-pheasant to an era where humanity has the knowledge to understand everything! Tell all this to the people, so that it can never tempt them, so that they will never again be foolish enough to dig their own graves.”






“Me? Me alone?” Ji Jiang’s voice shook.






The King of Chu said: “Yes, you alone. I’ve looked for a long time, and you’re the most suitable person for the task. Someone as intelligent as you can surely do this.”






Ji Jiang said: “Then... what about you?”






The King of Chu said: “I’ll stay in this era to the bitter end.”






Panicked, Ji Jiang said: “No, no, you can’t beat him! We’ll leave together!”






The King of Chu smiled amiably. “You’re a smart girl. You know well enough that it’s impossible. It won’t ever let me go. With its seemingly infinite lifespan, it will hunt me down ceaselessly in whatever era I flee to. Neither you nor I would be safe.” The King of Chu’s smile twined its way into Ji Jiang’s heart, very nearly broke it.






“But... but...” She couldn’t keep herself from crying any longer. “You’ll die for sure if you stay! It’ll take revenge.”






“The revenge has already begun,” the King of Chu said. “It began last year at Dingtao. Don’t cry, Ji Jiang, this is the will of heaven.” He raised his head, gazing at the stars above. “In the beginning, I didn’t believe in the will of heaven. Then I believed. Then I thought that the will of gods can change the will of heaven. Now, only now, do I know that the will of heaven lies beyond the will of gods.”






“Who cares about the will of gods, the will of heaven?” Ji Jiang wept. “We have the jade-pheasant. Let’s change the will of heaven!”






The King of Chu said: “No, Ji Jiang, you can’t. You can’t violate the will of heaven. The jade-pheasant changes nothing. Do you still remember what Zhang Liang told us about one’s ‘share of fortune?’ I’d dismissed it back then. Only now do I realize that he was right. The jade-pheasant has shown me the path I must walk. It’s a hard path, yes, but I still have to walk it. This is the price for opening Chencang Passage with the jade-pheasant, for flouting the will of heaven. If I use the jade-pheasant to escape, I’ll disobey heaven again, and pay an even greater price for it. The will of heaven has its own laws, more powerful than even Longxi. An outside force might temporarily warp it, block it, but it will return to equilibrium in the end. It shows itself here: if one gains what one shouldn’t have gained, one will lose what one shouldn’t have lost.”






Ji Jiang said: “But you didn’t gain anything you shouldn’t have gained! So what if Chencang Passage was reopened? So what if you conquered the land under heaven? So what if you became king? They’re all things you should have gained! Someone as shallow and simple as Xiang Yu, as crude and grasping as Liu Bang could gain them, but you can’t? Your Highness, you’re a dragon among men, the pinnacle of this era’s genius. The land under heaven belonged to you from the start. Fame and glory belonged to you from the start. Why should you be guilty of anything? If the will of heaven forbids you from them, then what is it worth? Why do you have to obey an unjust will of heaven? Why can’t you rebel against an unreasoning will of heaven?






The King of Chu touched Ji Jiang’s cheek, wet with tears. “I’d once doubted the justice of the will of heaven, but now I realize that it didn’t make a mistake. Yes, I possess surpassing intelligence. But what is my intelligence good for? War. In other words, killing people. In an era where practically no one is my match, every plan I draw up has a terrifying capacity to kill and maim. Heaven can’t allow this. It must restrain my fate, or else I’d swallow the whole world whole. Ji Jiang, do you understand? I alone am the mistake. I was born in the wrong era-- hundreds, perhaps thousands of years too early.”






Ji Jiang looked at the King of Chu through eyes blurry with tears. After a time, she said: “Your Highness, do... do you already know your fate?”






“Yes,” said the King of Chu, “and I also know your fate, the fate of this world. Not long ago, the waves of disturbance finally ceased. The jade-pheasant let me see everything. If you follow my instructions, you’ll save all of civilization, and the world we know will survive unscathed--”






Ji Jiang said: “What about you? What about your fate? Where will you end up?”






The King of Chu said nothing, turning his face away. Slowly, gently, he said: “When you reach the future, read their history books!”






Ji Jiang felt a chill in her heart. She threw herself against the King of Chu, weeping. “No, I won’t go! I’ll stay with you! No matter where you end up, I’ll stay by your side. I won’t let you feel alone.”






The King of Chu gently stroked her trembling shoulders. He sighed, said: “That isn’t your fate, little girl. You can stay a while longer with me, but we’ll have to part someday. When that day comes, you can’t linger anymore. You can’t delay. Do you understand?”






Raggedly, through her sobs, Ji Jiang said: “I... I understand.”






---






April, May, June... the days flew past, impossible to hold back.






One day in December, the King of Chu finally reminded her to leave.






Ji Jiang looked at him. “It’s been less than a year, Your Highness. Can’t you let me stay for a full year?”






The King of Chu shook his head. “This isn’t for me to decide. The time has arrived. Didn’t you see that edict?”






Ji Jiang said: “What edict?”






The King of Chu said: “The emperor’s tour has reached Yunmeng Lakes.[1] He wants to meet with his lords in Chen County.”






Ji Jiang said: “What does the emperor’s tour have to do with us? Why do we have to go where he goes?”






The King of Chu said: “Ji Jiang, you’ve always been smart. How can you not see? You’re trying to deceive yourself, no? Ji Jiang, what ought to come will come, sooner or later, no matter what we lie to ourselves. You have to face the truth. The emperor has never been one for pretty scenery. This southern tour of his is obviously targeted toward me. If I go to the meet, I won’t come back. Longxi controls the emperor, and the emperor controls me. How can you remain at my side? Do you want Longxi to learn where his jade-pheasant has ended up?”






“Then don’t go,” Ji Jiang cried. “Don’t go, all right?”






The King of Chu said: “It’s useless, Ji Jiang. Like I said, what ought to come will come. Longxi is far more intelligent than you or me. If I don’t go to the meet, it’ll come up with another way. I can’t run forever.”






Ji Jiang said: “But how did Longxi get the emperor to turn against you so? You’ve never wronged him! You conquered his empire for him, you’ve let him get away with so much... how could he listen to a demon’s slander and treat an able minister like this? Why would he do this?”






The King of Chu said: “Longxi doesn’t need to slander me. It only needs to tell the emperor about the Tripod’s Heart to make him hate me to the bone. He can find an excuse for the public easily enough-- maybe the matter of Zhongli Mei, maybe--”






Ji Jiang said: “The Tripod’s Heart? That thing you threw into the Sishui?”






The King of Chu said: “Yes, the heart of the Nine Tripods. With it, one can reawaken the Nine Tripods, turning it into the most powerful tool of governance under heaven.”






Ji Jiang said: “If it’s such a precious treasure, why did you destroy it? Why didn’t you gift it to the emperor to earn his goodwill? You knew he’d make you answer for what you did!”






The King of Chu said: “Yes, I knew, but I still had to destroy it. Its existence violated the way of heaven.”






Ji Jiang said: “The way of heaven? What way of heaven?”






The King of Chu said: “One who gains the hearts of the people gains the world. That is the way of heaven! With the Nine Tripods, a ruler can dispense with earning the goodwill of the people through virtuous rule and maintain control with only the power of a divine machine. This violates the way of heaven. I once told the emperor’s messenger that even the most powerful device can’t maintain a tyrannical government forever, but I knew in my heart that this wasn’t completely true. A divine instrument can still extend the lifespan of a despotic government. The long reigns of Xia, Shang, and Zhou before us proves it. The Nine Tripods allowed the prompt suppression of the most minor dissent among the people, allowed even the most corrupt and cruel rulers to hold onto power. The emperors and kings have learned that they have nothing to fear, that they can act however they wish without risking power and fortune. Jie of Xia, Zhou of Shang, King Li of Zhou... why could these uncommon tyrants appear? Because they had the Nine Tripods backing them up! Before the Xia Dynasty, the position of ruler was seen as a hard and burdensome job, and everyone tried to hand it off to others. Why? After the Xia Dynasty, the position of ruler was seen as the most precious and distinguished thing in the world, and everyone fought for it. Why? Because the Nine Tripods were built in the time of Yu of Xia! The Nine Tripods must be destroyed, because the way of heaven must live long and prosper.”






Ji Jiang said: “But... but while you held the Tripod’s Heart, did you... did you never think of using it for yourself?”






The King of Chu sighed. “Of course I did. What great temptation! Four years ago in Guanzhong, the Tripod’s Heart was in my hands, and the Nine Tripods lay undefended in front of me. I held armies; no one could have stopped me from taking it. It took me such willpower to hold myself back! It represented power without work, the fruit of governance with none of its labors. Why wouldn’t I want it? All those rulers before me used it, and used it without compunction. Why should I be the first to give it up? But I resisted the temptation in the end. If I couldn’t give it up, those after me had no reason to muster up their resolve. And I’m not sure if I could have made the same decision a second time around. Ai, that temptation shakes one’s heart too greatly.”






Ji Jiang said: “Your Highness, you... you’re always like this. You care more about the fate of the world under heaven than your own fate, your own life and death and shame and glory. But... why is fate so unfair to you--”






The King of Chu said: “Don’t say that, Ji Jiang. Fate has already been kind enough to me. Heaven originally willed me to a life of frustrated hopes. I still remember that poem Longxi showed me. It was from the history that was overlaid; it will never exist again.” The King of Chu collected his thoughts, then quietly recited: “Long sorrows for a life passed without opportunity; who knew of his abilities and talent? The fame of a thousand autumns came after his death. To no avail; those of his era did not yet know.






“See, compared with that ‘me,’ I’ve been greatly fortunate. Power, wealth, glory-- I’ve won and enjoyed all the things I’d longed for in my youth. Even if I’ll lose them, what’s there to regret?”






A herald reported: a black-robed man calling himself Qian Keng requested an audience.






The King of Chu said: “Let him enter.”






Ji Jiang said: “What’s he here for? To admire his master’s great masterpiece? To enjoy our misfortune? Hmph! He’s stopped calling himself by cryptic pseudonyms now, Guest this or Gentleman that. He gave his real name. Does he consider his immortality worth flaunting?”






The King of Chu said: “Ji Jiang, don’t be like this. He isn’t a bad man, and immortality gave him no pleasure. Have you ever seen him truly laugh or smile?”






The black-robed man entered. He stood, silently looking at the King of Chu. Slowly, something complicated entered his ever-cold eyes.






“Even today, I can’t say that I understand you.” He sighed. “I come this time not to represent my master, but to voice my own questions. I don’t know if you’ll answer.”






The King of Chu said: “Go ahead.”






Qian Keng said: “Liu Bang taking away your authority at Dingtao, his substitution of Chu for Qi-- his actions are more than enough to drive you to rebel with your armies. Why do you do nothing? With your military abilities, do you fear Liu Bang, of all people?”






The King of Chu said: “Liu Bang alone wouldn’t stand a chance, but it’s a different matter with your master behind him. Weren’t his actions instigated by your master?”






Qian Keng said: “Yes.”






The King of Chu said: “It wants to incite an open war, but didn’t expect that I’d refuse to respond, correct?”






Qian Keng said: “Yes, he was quite taken aback. He’s very dismayed.”






The King of Chu said: “Why should it be dismayed? It should be happy that I’m presenting a standing target.”






Qian Keng said: “I found it strange as well. I can’t comprehend the way his mind works at times. He says you cost him much of the satisfaction of revenge. He’s unable to go home for the time being, either, and finds himself very lonely on this world. You just barely count as a proper opponent. He’d wanted to duel you for a while to pass the time, not expecting that you’d forfeit from the start. He’s very disappointed.”






The King of Chu nodded. “This is why I won’t fight back. See, your master wants to play at a war to relieve his boredom, a game of cat and mouse that I have no chance of winning. If I’m going to lose sooner or later, why should I drag down so many others to accompany me in the grave? Do you think all the battles I’ve fought have made me take war casually? No, for me, war has always been the most sacred of all things. A long time ago, my master told me: ‘battle is a weapon of murder; a combatant goes against morality. Both should be used only when there’s no other option.’ The first chapter of The Art of War says, too, that ‘’war is a great matter of the state, the land between life and death, the path between survival and destruction. One must go into it with care.’ All my tactics come from the wisdom of my predecessors. I can’t disobey this teaching. In war, nothing is more important than the objective. What’s the objective of war? To stop fighting, to use as few deaths as you can to prevent more deaths, and not the other way around. Do you understand?”






Qian Keng murmured: “I understand, I understand.” He slowly retreated a few steps, then turned. “You are a true hero. History will remember you. I possess immortality, but history won’t remember me.”






Ji Jiang watched Qian Keng walk away into the distance. Her heart was chill. “Who cares about what history remembers? Your Highness, I’d rather that you lived forever.”






The King of Chu said gently: “I wouldn’t be the king you know, then. Ji Jiang, the time’s come. You should go.”






Ji Jiang forced back tears. “Your Highness,” she said, “can you let me comb your hair again? I won’t ever have the chance after this.”






The King of Chu nodded and sat.






Ji Jiang unfastened the King of Chu’s headdress, untied his topknot. His long, black hair fell down his back.






He sat there calmly, statue-still, as Ji Jiang gently combed his hair. She thought of the first time they met, when she combed his hair and fought with him over the placement of his topknot...






“What did you do with my hair? Stop playing around and change it back.”






“Hah, you were too much of an outsider to get it right, and now you’re complaining that I fixed it.”






“Nonsense! Do outsiders even exist for something like this? I didn’t bind my hair this way for decades for you to mess with it. Redo it right now!”






“Mess with it? Who’s messing with whom? You’re not King of Chu, so why should your topknot be on the right side? We people of Qi tie our topknots on the left. You’re king, but you insist on going against the ways of your ministers and your people? Fine, I’ll change it back right away!”






“Wait! Don’t! I may have wronged you.”






“It isn’t ‘may.’ You wronged me, plain and simple!”






“Fine, Fine, I wronged you. Why are you so angry, anyway? I’m from Chu, after all. I don’t know the customs of Qi!”






“Then you should be more humble, listen around more, look around more!”






That had passed. All was past, like the dying of a breeze, like the fading of a dream in spring, joyous and brief. From this day onward, she would walk alone on the path of her unknown fate. She wasn’t yet twenty, but she knew that, for the rest of her life, she would never know naive happiness again.






Her tears flowed, falling on her hands, her comb, the King of Chu’s crow-black hair. One, two... she gathered the King of Chu’s hair. Left, or right?”






She threw down the comb, rushed in front of the King of Chu, and knelt, seizing his hand. “Your Highness, we can forget Longxi, forget the spaceship, forget the filling in of the sea, forget all of this. We can find a different era and start anew! We can blend in with the crowds, the mountains, the wilderness, the cities. We can change our names and pass our lives in ordinary anonymity. Longxi will never find us!”






The King of Chu said: “Ji Jiang, I can’t pretend I don’t know all this. You know that his conspiracy, once it succeeds, will doom all of civilization--”






“Oh, Your Highness,” Ji Jiang wept. “Stop worrying about conspiracies and civilizations and the workings of heaven. Maybe nothing will happen. Maybe someone else will stop it. We’re both alive and well and here, so that means Longxi doesn’t succeed. Why do we have to do something so desperate?”






The King of Chu said: “Didn’t I tell you? The altered history will cover over the original. We can’t just sit back and hope. Civilization will exist only if you and I don’t give up. Ji Jiang, don’t cry, you should feel proud. We were chosen by heaven. I was fated to destroy its den, and you’re fated to reveal its conspiracy to the world before it can rebuild.”






“There are so many people in the world,” Ji Jiang cried. “Why you? Why me? Everyone else gets to muddle along and enjoy the fruits of civilization. Why do you and I alone have to sacrifice ourselves for its existence? Your efforts saved this world, but who will know? Who will thank you? Your Highness, why do you have to do this? What do you have to gain by it?”






The King of Chu gently wiped away Ji Jiang’s tears. “I’ll gain nothing, but I still have to do this. Once I learned of its conspiracy, I lost the right to live my life in peace. Perhaps heaven granted me my mind so I can fulfill such a difficult destiny. I’ve done a good enough job, I think, worthy of heaven’s gift to me. Ji Jiang, don’t cry for me. My destiny is complete, and I can rest. But you have many things to do, and you might find yourself facing many challenges. You need to adjust to surroundings different from ours, learn a language different from ours, carefully deal with those who harbor ill intentions... remember, don’t go into the past. Longxi controls the past. Go to the future, to a safe era, and write this all down. Tell its conspiracy to the people to forever doom its hopes. From what I know, it took three thousand years to build its first jade-pheasant. This time around, it has prior experience to draw from. It may only need a bit over two thousand years. So you must fulfill your task within that period of time. Do you understand?”






Ji Jiang nodded, tears in her eyes.






The King of Chu said: “If, in the river of time, you find another occultist that’s persuaded the ruler toward alchemy, collecting cinnabar, realgar, plumbago, lead, and the like, you must be careful. They’re signs that Longxi is active and has control over the ruler. You can’t stay there for long. You should leave as soon as possible.”






Ji Jiang nodded again.






The King of Chu said: “‘Possessing elephants’ teeth dooms one to immolation; possessing a jade disc is a crime.’ Many people will covet the jade-pheasant for its abilities. When you finish your task, destroy it immediately.”






Ji Jiang threw herself against the King of Chu, sobbing. “But... but I want to use it to go back and visit you!”






“No,” said the King of Chu. “You can’t return, ever. This is a dangerous era. I have the you of now. I don’t need the future you to accompany me. Remember me, no more! If you miss me, you can find me in the history books. Remember the name of this dynasty-- Han.” The King of Chu took out the jade-pheasant. He opened it, made adjustments, closed it back up. He placed it gently into Ji Jiang’s hand.






Luo! Luo! Luo!






The chill pheasant-cries sounded, and the soft white light slowly enclosed Ji Jiang’s body.






Ji Jiang looked at the King of Chu’s blurring form. She felt as if something were blocking her throat. It took effort to say: “Your Highness, in all these years, did you never... never...”






The King of Chu’s voice came from outside the thickening mist. “Ji Jiang, I like you, and I know you like me. But that’s not love, but mutual loneliness. It’s hard for the intelligent to find a kindred spirit in this era. Go to the future. There are many intelligent people there. You’ll find a real--”






An thin, ear-splitting note drowned out the King of Chu’s voice. “No!” Ji Jiang cried. “No! Your Highness, you know in your heart, it’s not--” But the shrieking overwhelmed even her own sobs.






Tears flowing, she reached out a hand in the mists of time and space, longing but powerless to hold onto something. In the end, she could catch nothing. The milk-white sea carried her small, lone form toward a foreign time…






--------------------------



Notes:



Thanks to Nazne for helping me post the last chapter while I was unable to get to Blogger. And thanks to my roommate for allowing me to get to Blogger.

  

[1] Yunmeng Lakes is a group of famous lakes located in modern-day Hubei 
Province. Due to siltification, the lakes today are far smaller than 
they were in ancient times.
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Epilogue









It took her two years to learn this era’s language and writing.






Everything had changed too much. 

[bookmark: more]




This was a noisy, prosperous era. Its highly developed culture left no room for alchemists, and its vast population served as her shield. Living quietly among the bustling crowds, she was sometimes overcome by loneliness. Yes, there were many intelligent people here. They knew so much, even more than her king had ever known, and yet she always thought they were missing something. She never found anyone like her king.






From a book called Records of the Grand Historian, she learned of her king’s fate: demotion, house arrest, murder, the execution of his entire clan afterwards. His crime was conspiring with Chen Xi to rebel.






She was too enraged for tears. She knew he’d never had any connection with Chen Xi, and knew that no conspirator would be so stupid as to arrange such actions in the middle of the capital city. But history was always written by the victors. Time often turned lies to fact.






Now, in this world, only she knew the real reason for his immortal talent, his willing sacrifice. She sat in front of her desk, spread out a sheet of paper, picked up a pen-- she was still unaccustomed to holding a pen this way-- and collected her thoughts. She’d lived a while here, carefully, without revealing her identity. No matter how long had passed, people remained as avaricious as they’d been in the past, if not more so. Once they learned of her identity, they’d swarm her for a thousand motives. She would never live in peace again.






But she had to begin.






Perhaps Longxi still waited in some dark corner of this world, watching for new prey with hungry eyes. Perhaps, in some place she couldn’t see, a new bargain had been agreed upon, and another talented but unsuccessful youth was being lured with fame and fortune into the trap...






She had to begin. For the safety of civilization, for the sake of the duty placed upon her by her wronged, murdered king.






She started writing: The day was grimly cold, without a trace of impending spring.






A young man sat alone on the banks of the river, fishing rod in hand. The cold cut through his thin clothes; he was curled up tight, legs pulled to his chest, knees tucked against his chin. He seemed to be gazing fixedly at the fishing float bobbing on the water, but at the same time, seemed to be gazing at nothing.






Distantly, from the shadowy cover of the woods, a black-robed man inspected him with icy eyes...






 -------------------



Notes:

I decided to post the epilogue early to make up for posting the last chapter late. I plan to post the afterword in a few days, too. After around 90k words of translation, not counting footnotes, we're just about at the end!
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Afterword









My zodiac sign is the dragon. They say that people under this sign have just one problem: too much ambition.






I had a dream that I’d one day become a famous author; and people would cry and holler for my signature; and Zhang Yimou and Spielberg and the like would line up for the rights to my works; and Qian Lifang would succeed Qian Zhongshu[1] as another formidable name in the city of Wuxi’s history...






This dream started early on. When I was little, when the teacher read my writings to the class as an example, the dream swelled with the teacher’s praise bit by bit. In high school, several of my works made it to a minor, not even citywide publication. My handwritten words were turned to words in lead for the first time, and that dream swelled N times with it. Unfortunately, immediately afterwards, my devastating junior year reviews flattened it back.






I’m overly specialized. Besides history and language arts, I had trouble learning all my other subjects, and had to turn all my energies to the gaokao.[2] Han Han didn’t exist then.[3]






Overly specialized people didn’t have an easy future. But in every era, true lovers of literature can survive in the crevices, plot growth in the midst of difficulties.






I left a road open for my dream: on the gaokao, I filled in almost all my choices with schools for teachers.






I don’t know if I’d sensed the future, predicting that the treatment of teachers would soon improve, or if it was simply for the sake of those precious winter and summer breaks.






Armed with heaven’s aid, I reached my objective. With two summer breaks’ and one winter break’s worth of effort, I wrote Will of Heaven.






The origins of Will of Heaven, however, came before I became a glorious teacher of the people.






In computer classes in college, while practicing Wubi input,[4] I thought: what should I type? Why should I spend all that time and effort copying someone else’s writings? I might as well write something of my own.






I hadn’t thought of science fiction at the time. I was planning to write wuxia. I was very interested in the historical personages of the early Han dynasty, especially Han Xin, whose legend-like life and tragic end moves one to sighs. By chance, I saw an essay entitled “Did Han Xin Have a Queen” in a history magazine, citing that an unofficial history stated that, although Han Xin’s entire family had been sentenced to execution, he left surviving descendants. With Xiao He’s help, they fled to the King of Nanyue, Wei Tuo. They dropped half of the “Han” (韩） character, changing their last name to “Wei”（韦）, and so on. I was overjoyed at the article: wasn’t this the perfect beginning for an orphan revenge story? A masterpiece could spring from this!






So I enthusiastically rolled up my sleeves and got to work. I typed through several classes at the woeful speed of ten or twenty characters per minute. Before the protagonist even appeared, I received bad news: the computer classes were about to end. I wouldn’t need to type after this.






My first long-format wuxia story thus died stillborn, but the notion of writing something set during the early Han dynasty took root.






To think of it now, it’s a good thing the computer class was shortlived. Otherwise, how would there be the Will of Heaven of today-- I don’t prepare the same chicken for two dishes, so to speak. And besides, no matter how good I made the descendant-of-a-wronged-minister-taking-revenge story, could it surpass Mr. Jin Yong’s Sword Stained with Royal Blood?[5]






So I suppose this is a sort of “will of heaven” in action: Heaven wants me to be good and go along the sci-fi route of creation. As for that doomed wuxia novel, it wasn’t a complete wash. I repurposed the part where Han Xin goes through inner turmoil at Cold Creek for Will of Heaven. Consider it as a little memorial for the beginning of my creative career during those three years at college!



----------


Notes:

Well, this is the end!



I know I'll find many things that I could have done better when I look back; I plan to go through and edit some more once I have the time, then make a PDF final version. But for now, here ends my five months of researching, translating, editing, formatting, and footnoting. Thanks for reading, and I hope I've done my part in increasing awareness for the fascinating world of Chinese history and speculative fiction. Comments and advice will be welcomed.



[1] Qian Zhongshu (1910-1998) was a famous author and literary scholar from Wuxi.



[2] The gaokao is a massive, multiple-day examination taken at the end of 
senior year in high school. Almost all institutes of higher education in
 China require it for entrance. Getting a bad score on the gaokao is 
disastrous, since retaking it requires repeating a year. 



[3] Han Han (1982- ), whose high school essays won national competitions, 
failed 7 courses in his gaokao twice in a row and dropped out of school.
 He's gone on to become an extremely famous writer and blogger.



[4] Wubi input is a method of entering Chinese characters into a computer, 
unlike Pinyin in that it's based on the shape of the characters rather 
than the pronunciation. It's said to have a steep learning curve, but 
experienced typists can reach the highest speeds with it.



[5] Jin Yong is one of the great masters of the wuxia genre. His works are hugely famous and 
influential in Chinese-speaking areas. 








    
