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Chapter 7:
The Path Back

 

THEY EMERGED FROM their bath to find the mountains covered in a veil of rain, a spring fog bearing down on them, wet and heavy. Zhou Yu and Sun Ce, their hair wet and unbound, walked back to the governor’s manor together, side by side. Zhou Yu’s cheeks were flushed, and Sun Ce had his arm slung over his shoulders, a swagger in his step. The palm wrapped around Zhou Yu’s shoulder tightened its grasp.

Neither spoke. Birds chirped overhead as they flitted through the dark, gloomy sky.

“What do you think of Zhang Zhao?” Sun Ce asked.

Zhou Yu thought for a moment. “Forceful but straightforward. Prudent and conservative. He can run an army.”

“What about Lu Zijing?”

“He understands people; he should govern men.”

“And Zhang Hong?”

“Brilliant and witty—a paragon of talent. He should compose letters and essays,” Zhou Yu replied candidly.

“What about Cheng Pu, Huang Gai, Zhu Zhi, Ling Cao, everyone else?”

“Cheng Pu is fierce and decisive; he can serve as the vanguard,” Zhou Yu readily responded. “Huang Gai is old but fiery and is well-versed in reading the battlefield. He will serve well for both advancing and retreating, and he’s not hasty, instead acting clearly and logically. He would do well commanding the main army. Zhu Zhi is kind and sincere, choosing silence over action; he’d best serve guarding a city. Ling Cao is capable and a powerful martial artist, yet he is prideful and does not cooperate well; he should work alone. You can trust him with full command of his own army.”

“Then what about Zhou Gongjin?” Sun Ce asked, smiling happily as he watched Zhou Yu walk down the stone slab path on their way back to the garden.

“Zhou Gongjin…” Zhou Yu replied. “He is irresolute and indecisive. He becomes extremely petty over trivial matters and must not be trusted with any important task!”

Sun Ce laughed loudly, but Zhou Yu continued, mock seriously, “What skills does that bastard Zhou Yu even have? He’s just rich—that’s all.”

“What about Sun Bofu?” Sun Ce continued, willing his face into solemnity.

Zhou Yu replied, “Careless and frivolous. His words do not match his thoughts, and he is shrewd but subtle. It’s insidious.”

Amused by these observations, Sun Ce grabbed Zhou Yu’s hand, tugging him toward the main hall. “In the coming days, if I am able to accomplish something truly great, only you will remember how careless and frivolous I was these past years.”

“There are no heroes among those of the same generation,” Zhou Yu said mildly. “You only learned this now?”

Sun Ce, still holding Zhou Yu’s hand, returned to the hall. It was packed, wine and food laid out at the ready on the tables, yet not a single chopstick was disturbed. They had all waited for Sun Ce and Zhou Yu. 

Elegantly and decisively, Sun Ce strode calmly into the hall, smiling. “Thank you for waiting.”

Zhou Yu had never expected everyone to wait for him. Embarrassed, he apologized sheepishly. “Please forgive me; I lost track of time.”

Everyone in the hall chuckled and hurried to mollify them. In a few short days of observation, anyone with eyes knew Zhou Yu and Sun Ce’s relationship was profound. When they clashed, Sun Ce couldn’t fight against Zhou Yu, who rarely appeared and hardly spoke when he did—making him seem even more mysterious.

This was the first time Zhou Yu had been openly seated with the advisors that Sun Ce gathered. Compared to how they acted with Sun Ce, the group was more restrained. The banquet echoed with toasts and chatter, but all they spoke of were matters related to the current state of affairs in Wu County. 

Zhang Zhao, Zhang Hong, and the rest had previously made private inquiries and learned how Zhou Yu was Sun Ce’s current biggest financial backer. The Zhou family amassed quite a large fortune over several generations, and with not only a large clan but also a large number of troops under their command, no one dared treat Zhou Yu improperly.

Zhou Yu’s anger dissipated, and as the banquet was filled with banter and laughter, he didn’t hold himself back. He was accepted into the group of advisors very quickly. He and Sun Ce sat at the head table, their two low tables placed side by side. It was evident the two of them were close from the way Zhou Yu performed the hospitable tasks like filling their wine cups and adding more food.

“The rain has been falling unbroken,” Zhang Hao said with a chuckle. “Though I can’t say it causes a sense of idleness.”

Lü Fan spoke. “This place may be rich in fish and rice, but it cannot compare with Shu County, where the fields are laden in mulberries, nor can it beat the scenery of Mount Gu and Lake Chao.”

“Wu Commandery has good points.” Zhou Yu smiled, intending several scholars from various Wu Commandery clans who were present to hear. “Wu Commandery maintains an air of magnificence, and many merchants pass through here. Naturally, Huinan, and therefore Shu County, cannot hope to compare.”

Zhang Zhao said, “I asked Zhugong before, after we moved into the estate: Why is there a kite hanging in the hall?”

Zhou Yu jumped, and Sun Ce pointedly looked over. Zhou Yu’s eyes followed his gaze, and he found himself in an awkward position he couldn’t explain. In the hall hung a kite they’d played with in the past, its colors long since faded.

“Why’d you hang that up?”

Sun Ce laughed sheepishly. “Shu County is a good land. When I was small, I often thought of it, and when I grow old, perhaps I’ll end up living out the rest of my life on the banks of Lake Chao.”

This said, Sun Ce returned to teasing Zhou Yu. “I found a beat-up qin from the previous dynasty in the backyard. When should I have it brought over so we can hear it? Your ear for melody is the best among us all.”

Zhou Yu hummed noncommittally. 

Sun Ce continued, “If I can pass this burden on at some point in the future, I’ll go rowing boats, flying kites, and listening to the sound of a qin at the foot of Mount Gu, my mind thoroughly empty.”

“Shu County is famous for its silk,” Zhang Hong said, “and though Lake Chao is not as large as Lake Tai, its landscapes are very beautiful.”

“Exactly.” Pleased with the praise for his homeland, Zhou Yu nodded, smiling, before elaborating on some of his amusing childhood stories. The guests and hosts were kept entertained by his tale of travel from Shu County to Jiangdong, then to the Central Plains, all delivered in the span of a single meal.

Without batting an eye, Zhou Yu led the topic toward the lives of the community and various battle stratagems. Though it appeared to be idle talk, in reality, he was actually testing the qualifications of these advisors.

Sun Ce simply smiled and listened. Occasionally a serious emotion would flash through his eyes, but he remained silent during this entire conversation. As the meal drew to a close, Zhou Yu’s queries became too difficult for most to answer. Only Zhang Hong still considered his questions earnestly, mulling over each and every word with seriousness.

“The Wu troops are not as ferocious as the troops of Saiwai,” Zhang Hong concluded. “It would be better to develop their strengths to cover their weaknesses.”

“Not necessarily,” Zhou Yu replied. “The sons of Jiangdong have resounded through history. In the past the Hegemon of Western Chu, Xiang Yu,1 raised an army in Wujiang, and his territory spanned the region of Jiangdong. It was from there that he began to encroach on the rest of the world…”

“Good!” Sun Ce cheered.

The entire hall buzzed with energy; none had expected Zhou Yu to hold such lofty ambitions.

Zhang Hong, however, neither argued nor agreed. He simply smiled, nodded, and stroked his beard. 

Zhou Yu continued, “At the moment, the thing stumping me is who should command the Liyang troops, the Danyang troops, and the Wu troops.”

“If you hand their command over to me, I will organize them into three armies,” Zhang Hong said. “That is not a difficult problem to solve.”

“How would you organize them?” Zhou Yu asked.

“Rearrangement would throw them into disarray. Members should be selected and promoted from within their own ranks. The troops under Zhugong’s command will be split into three divisions. The first division will be his personal troops, chosen for their prowess and resourcefulness, and ranked first, second, third, and so on. If any man from a lower rank achieves a significant military accomplishment, he can be promoted into the ranks of the personal troops.”

It was a decent plan. Recently, Zhou Yu had pondered how to segment the troops and reorganize them into new squads, so Sun Ce could command them as he would his own hand. However, Sun Ce led while at the head of his men, bolstering morale with his fighting style.

Zhou Yu did not want Sun Ce to charge ahead in future battles.

“Zhang-xiong’s plan is excellent,” Sun Ce said. “Let me make the arrangements, and I will hand the men over to Zhang-xiong to organize as you see fit.”

“I am happy to share some of Zhugong’s burdens,” Zhang Hong replied.

Just then, Fei Yu shot in, flapping its wings. The wine went flying, the liquid flooding the table. Though everyone was startled, Sun Ce merely smiled. “This is a courier from my army.”

Zhou Yu untied the cloth strip on Fei Yu’s leg. His expression quickly shifted as he read it over.

“Lü Bu assassinated Dong Zhuo and escaped from Chang’an the same night. Li Jue and Guo Si already led their troops back into the city, slaughtering Wang Yun and the rest of the officials. The emperor’s whereabouts are unknown. Yuan Shu’s advisors in Shouchun have submitted a joint petition, requesting Yuan Shu to proclaim himself the emperor.”

As the last word left his mouth, the entire hall fell deathly silent.

 

***

 

The glow from the lamplight in Sun Ce’s study pierced the darkness of near midnight. Zhou Yu had drunk a little wine at dinner, tinting his serious face with a faint hint of red.

A map had been pasted up on the wall, the sketch portraying the Central Plains and region of Chang’an—several lines led out from it, showing the movements of the armies of the various factions.

“Cao Cao is heading from east to west,” Zhou Yu said, marking the path out with a cinnabar-dipped brush. “He set out from Yecheng to Chang’an. After escaping Chang’an, Lü Bu retreated toward Xu Province. Yuan Shao intercepted him on his way there by sending his troops out from Xiapi.”

These events had occurred far too quickly, catching them off guard. Huang Gai had learned of these developments as the news traveled from Chang’an to Shouchun and immediately sent Fei Yu out to notify Sun Ce. 

Once more, the entire world sank into a morass of confusion. The emperor was missing, and heroes would rise again. The situation was grimmer than the Campaign Against Dong Zhuo, when the warlords were forced to ally together.

“Cao Cao is probably heading to Chang’an,” Sun Ce said. “He wants to abduct the emperor.”

“Putting aside if Cao Cao will even be able to find him,” Zhou Yu began, “in a few short months, chaos will fall upon us. After Yuan Shu declares himself emperor, who do you think he’ll want to get rid of first?”

“Tao Qian and the rest of them,” Sun Ce said after a moment’s thought. “He’ll probably aim for an alliance, otherwise Yuan Shu will need to mobilize his troops to remove him. He will ally with distant foes and attack those close by, forming a union stretching from north to south; that has always been the case throughout history. The first foe he wants to eliminate, if I were to guess, would be Cao Cao.”

Zhou Yu was not yet fully sober. Sun Ce summoned the servants to bring tea so Zhou Yu could rouse himself from his alcoholic haze.

“At the latest, in three days,” Zhou Yu predicted, “Yuan Shu’s order to mobilize will arrive. We must choose a side, or we’ll only be beset by further trouble.” After saying this, he released a long sigh. 

Sun Ce frowned heavily. “So we must make our choice now. It’s much sooner than I anticipated.”

“We must,” Zhou Yu replied. “One faction is headed by Yuan Shu, the other by Yuan Shao. It is inevitable these two brothers will clash.”

Sun Ce pointed out, “Yuan Shu is bad at retaining his composure, and his prospects are worrying. If these two brothers fight, what do you think the outcome will be?”

“Our short-term goal,” Zhou Yu said, “shall be the regions of Jing and Yi, along with the entirety of Jiangdong.” He stood in front of the map, gesturing for Sun Ce to look at it. “In the end, the world will end up split among many factions. After Yuan Shu falls, Yuan Shao will overtake Ji Province and the surrounding lands, as well as the entirety of You Province. Cao Cao, if he is able to find the emperor, will take Chang’an. He will reorganize the men under his command to ensure he will hold on to his territory.

“In the future, everything will be divided between three armies,” Zhou Yu said. “We will conquer Jing Province and Yi Province, as well as Jiangdong. Yuan Shao will occupy Ji Province and You Province, while Cao Cao will occupy Sili, Bing Province, and Liang Province.”

“How long will this effort take?” Sun Ce asked, as if he’d come to the same conclusion.

“At least ten years,” Zhou Yu replied, the furrow of his brow deepening. “We must not act hastily in the near future, not before we pacify one of those regions. Whether it would be better to ally with Yuan Shao or Yuan Shu,” he continued, “is something you must already have a plan for.”

“I want to hear your thoughts.” Sun Ce sat down, his legs sprawled with his hands hanging down between them, as he watched the water dripping down from the eaves over the backdrop of the dark night sky.

“This is a decision I cannot make for you. You are the zhugong.”

“You can’t even share your thoughts?” Sun Ce chuckled, glancing at him.

“No,” Zhou Yu said with a shake of his head. “That won’t do.”

Sun Ce sank into his thoughts, musing aloud. “Allying with Yuan Shu is the most intelligent choice. Yuan Shao has great potential, and he will ally with the weak against the strong to buy time for the sake of his own expansion.”

“But as soon as Yuan Shu proclaims himself emperor and manages to free up some of his men,” Zhou Yu said, “the first thing he’ll do is deal with us. In comparison, toward Yuan Shao, we hold no grudges and owe no debt. If we can sneak into his alliance and gain the area north of Shouchun, as well as the region of Huinan, we can seek out further goals then.”

Sun Ce seemed to be quietly thinking, so Zhou Yu didn’t disturb him, leaving instead.

 

***

 

Zhou Yu woke up in the middle of the night, still very sleepy. He turned over, sensing that Sun Ce had come in—he was now pressed up against him from outside his blankets.

“I spent the entire night contemplating deeply, yet here you were, sleeping merrily away,” Sun Ce said. “How are you sharing the burdens of your zhugong?”

“Fuck off…” Zhou Yu grumbled.

However, having heard those words, he knew Sun Ce had come to a decision; there was no more need to worry.

 

***

 

When he woke the next morning, there was a loud commotion happening right outside his room, the voices traveling straight through to him. Zhou Yu was hungover, and his head ached. With great difficulty, he pushed himself up and sat up on the edge of the bed. There was a loud shout, and a youth barged in, hugged Zhou Yu, and began to laugh loudly.

“You’re here?” Zhou Yu asked, exhausted.

He locked gazes with the youth. It was Sun Quan, who was smiling broadly. “Hurry up, get up, come look at the navy Lu-dage and I brought you!”

“Where are they anchored?” Zhou Yu asked.

“In Lake Tai,” Sun Quan answered with a grin. “Mom made me bring you some stuff to eat.”

“Mm,” Zhou Yu hummed, patting Sun Quan’s head. “You’ve grown quite a bit taller.” 

Sun Quan already looked like a young man.

“There’s even a guest today. Guess who came?” Sun Quan asked.

Zhou Yu guessed a few names, but none hit the mark. Eventually, he inquired, “Where’s your brother?”

“When he heard the navy had arrived, he got as jittery as a monkey, so he and Lu-dage set out early in the morning.”

Zhou Yu rose and washed up while Sun Quan poked around his room. He filled Zhou Yu in on what was happening at home, as well as updated him on the well-being of Madame Sun and Madame Zhou. Sun Quan was alive with excitement; he’d finally taken a trip without supervision, and in the true spirit of youth, he wanted nothing more than to wander around and take in the sights.

“Did you continue your studies?” Zhou Yu spared a moment to shoot him a glance.

“I did.”

“Have you practiced your martial arts?”

“Every day.”

“Let me state this clearly first,” Zhou Yu said. “When you’re here with me, things will not be the same as when you were at home. You cannot slack on your studies. You’ll spend four hours in the morning studying and four hours in the afternoon practicing your martial arts.”

But Sun Quan replied, “I have to keep Ziheng company. Let’s come to an agreement, Gege. Can we reduce that time?”

“Who?” Zhou Yu asked, confused.

“Cao Ziheng,” Sun Quan replied. “He just arrived today.”

Zhou Yu was taken aback. Cao Pi was here? He’d only just discussed that with Sun Ce last night. Based on this move alone, Cao Cao was, indeed, very intelligent. He’d sent his eldest son to them, making his stance on their position very clear.

 

***

 

Sun Ce and Lu Su returned at noon, and the racket they made had Zhou Yu’s head throbbing. Cao Pi had also tagged along. His martial robe was still covered in dew from his morning arrival. Evidently, he’d traveled straight through the night.

“Lend me some troops,” Cao Pi said, slapping a letter down onto the table.

“Each and every one of you makes such arrogant demands nowadays!” Sun Ce said, shocked by this sudden request.

Cao Pi and Sun Quan burst out into a loud bout of laughter. 

Zhou Yu said, “Look at you! You’re painted like a calico cat after all your travels. Is your dad really treating you as he would a son?”

Cao Pi went to wash his face. Both children had sprung up over these past few years like bamboo shoots after a spring rain, and the top of his head already reached Sun Ce’s shoulder, though Sun Quan was a little shorter than Cao Pi. He was also a bit younger.

“My dad is still searching for His Majesty,” Cao Pi said. “The first thing Yuan Shu’s going to do is make an example of him. Yuan Shao—Yuan Benchu—is also sending his men out to search for the emperor. It’s a jarring mess, and the Central Plains are one big jumble of chaos. Everyone wants to ally with each other to defeat Yuan Shu.”

As Cao Pi wiped his face, he continued, “My dad said if we take Shouchun, he’s willing to split it half and half with you.”

“Your dad, your dad,” Sun Ce replied. “Have I agreed to lend your dad troops?”

Cao Pi said, “You’re joking! Will you miss such a small number of men?!”

Faced with their antics, Zhou Yu found himself speechless. 

Sun Quan stood to the side, laughing. “If you do dispatch troops, can they bring me along?”

“You all…” Zhou Yu sighed. “Quiet down. Cao Pi, go rest first.”

“Is there no food either?” Cao Pi asked. “I rode my horse at top speed.”

Sun Ce had no choice but to arrange for their meal to be brought up first, and Sun Ce, Lu Su, Cao Pi, and Sun Quan all shared plain porridge and simple side dishes. Lu Su spoke a little on the training of the navy, not hiding anything from Cao Pi as he gave his report. 

After he finished, he stretched. “And here I was hoping to fit in a few days of rest first.”

“Where’s Zhao Zilong?” Zhou Yu asked Cao Pi.

“Uncle Zilong went to attend his brother’s funeral,” Cao Pi said. “His most recent letter said he was going to pledge his allegiance to Liu Bei.”

“Royal Uncle Liu?” Sun Ce asked, the corners of his mouth twitching. “He’s still alive?”

“And currently popular beyond belief,” Cao Pi replied, “I told Zhao Zilong to come to Ye City, but he adamantly refused. He left for Xu Province with Liu Bei.”

“Your dad’s trying to cause trouble for Tao Qian, isn’t he?” Zhou Yu suddenly asked. Everyone knew that the Xu Province governor, Tao Qian, had killed Cao Cao’s father and grandfather, and that was a debt of blood that would not be easily resolved.

“Mm-hmm,” Cao Pi replied. “He wants his revenge on Tao Qian. Lü Bu is currently heading toward Xu Province as well, so you might end up fighting him too.”

“If I were Tao Qian,” Lu Su said, “I’d give up being the governor of Xu Province too. I’d run as soon as I could. In a competition of stubbornness, how could I beat your dad?”

Cao Pi chuckled but didn’t say anything. Sun Quan reassuringly patted his shoulder.

“So, can you lend us some troops?” Cao Pi asked.

“How many, and what will you offer in return?” Sun Ce asked.

“My dad tossed me out here because he wants to battle Yuan Shu first. After that, he’ll fight Yuan Shao. If anything happens, feel free to cut my head off.”

Zhou Yu snorted. “Nonsense. Your dad sent you here because he’s certain I won’t hold you hostage. He is quite cunning.”

Cao Cao knew Zhou Yu would treat Cao Pi well. Since Cao Cao had shown his sincerity with this offering, what they now needed to consider was the missive Cao Pi sent him—an imperial edict issued by a false emperor—and for Sun Ce to send his troops and fulfill his duty to the throne. After Cao Cao accomplished his goals, appointing Sun Ce the lord of some region would be expected in return.

“I need to think about it,” Sun Ce said. “It’s not that I won’t lend you troops, but all this is too deeply tangled, politically.”

“Yuan Shu is still watching our every move,” Lu Su added. “We’re close to Shouchun, and if they happen to counterattack… The consequences are unimaginable.”

“Think it over,” Cao Pi urged.

“I want to send a letter to your father, so I can discuss this with him,” Zhou Yu replied.

However, Cao Pi responded, “No need for that. Just tell me instead. Before I left, he told me he’d make good on whatever I say.”

Zhou Yu hadn’t responded, and after the meal, he spent some time speaking with Sun Ce and Lu Su. Lu Su brought up a few issues before casually leaving, as if this matter didn’t concern him at all.

Sun Ce and Zhou Yu concluded their talk without him. Zhou Yu found himself saddled with the duty of negotiating with Cao Pi.

“To be honest,” Zhou Yu said, “we cannot lend you troops. At least, not in the near future.”

Cao Pi, who’d gone to rest, had just woken up, and he watched Zhou Yu silently.

“It’s not that we don’t trust you,” Zhou Yu continued. “It’s a problem of our own making. To tell you the truth, the troops aren’t ready. They can’t be sent anywhere.”

“Oh,” Cao Pi said.

“When will they be ready?” Sun Quan asked from off to the side.

Zhou Yu replied, “Not for at least half a year.”

Cao Pi glanced at Sun Quan, determining from his expression these two were not collaborating to pull the wool over his eyes. Zhou Yu was probably being honest, so he could only nod and accept reality.

“As recompense,” Zhou Yu said, “Sun Ce and I will use a different method to hold back Yuan Shu. Send this letter to your dad immediately. We cannot supplement his troops, but I will send out my men to attack Yuan Shu’s rear, so he will be constantly forced to retreat.”

Cao Pi nodded again, and Zhou Yu continued, “As for the specific tactics, I will inform you of all of our plans, and you and Sun Quan can join in on this battle with the troops.”

“Great!” Sun Quan exclaimed.

“No way!” Sun Ce protested. “Sun Quan’s only fourteen!”

“He’s fifteen,” Zhou Yu said. “At least nominally, he’s fifteen.2”

“What can a fifteen-year-old do?! Lead men?”

Zhou Yu reviewed the military books without an ounce of concern. “Fighting against a common enemy makes men brothers, and fighting on a battlefield makes men as close as father and son. Adversity brings men together. If you don’t train Sun Quan by allowing him to fight, what are you teaching him by keeping him at home all the time? You moved Zijing here, and you had him bring Sun Quan along. Aside from training the troops, you must have had some other reason.”

Sun Ce said, “But fifteen is too young. Stray arrows have no eyes. If Cao Cao’s son dies, who cares, but if something happens to my very own didi, my mother will kill me!”

“What do you mean ‘if Cao Cao’s son dies, who cares’?” Zhou Yu repeated, bemused. “How old were we when we pursued our enemies from Mount Gu to the banks of Lake Chao? Hmm?”

Sun Ce didn’t respond. They’d only been sixteen when they’d reunited.

He glanced at the kite hanging in the hall, suddenly remarking, “Five years have already gone by. Just like that.”

Zhou Yu’s father had passed away that year. 

Sun Ce held the kite string as he stood on the bamboo raft, the autumn breeze blowing in his face, the sky clear and cloudless as they drifted across Lake Chao.

It felt as if a lifetime had passed since then.

“Okay,” Sun Ce said. “You have to watch them closely. Don’t let anything happen to them.”

 

***

 

A few days later, Sun Quan joined the ranks of Sun Ce’s Wu troops. Zhou Yu’s plan was to have him take control of Sun Ce’s personal guards; not everyone could be trusted with the task, and Sun Quan was the most reliable option.

Of course, Zhou Yu was very aware that even brothers by blood could be untrustworthy. Historically, countless brothers quarreled, lashed out, and turned on each other. But he had a firm grasp on the situation. Nothing would happen as long as he was there to keep watch. After all, Sun Quan had been practically half raised by Sun Ce and half by himself.

Watching Sun Quan joining in on drilling the troops, with Cao Pi assisting from the sidelines, Zhou Yu felt as if he were witnessing his own disciple slowly growing up. The first time they’d met, Sun Quan had been a feverish child, small and skinny. He never thought that after only a few years Sun Quan’s heroic bearing in his armor would be equal to Sun Ce’s, despite the youthful smoothness of his face.

Yuan Shu’s messenger from Shouchun arrived, and Zhou Yu immediately detained him. The messenger was shocked and had no idea what was going on. Sun Ce wanted to behead him and send the head to Cao Cao in a box. Since Zhou Yu was reluctant to kill as usual, he ordered the messenger tied up and sent to Cao Cao.

Such an action was akin to declaring they were falling out with Yuan Shu. After another discussion, Sun Ce and Zhou Yu drafted up a call to arms to fight against Yuan Shu, and they officially allied with Cao Cao and Yuan Shao.

 

***

 

At the end of the sixth month that year, Yuan Shu, ignoring the interference and condemnation from all sides, ascended to the throne as emperor.

Six armies joined together in the Campaign Against Yuan Shu. A foreboding feeling struck Zhou Yu; the time to plug the leak had arrived.

Zhou Yu handed command over the eight thousand members of the cavalry to Sun Ce, allowing him, Sun Quan, and Cao Pi to lead the troops. They used alternate side routes to reach Shouchun, employing guerrilla tactics to ambush and delay Yuan Shu, which gave Cao Cao time and a buffer.

Zhou Yu remained alone in the Wu Commandery, aiding Sun Ce with internal affairs. After he sent Sun Ce away, Zhou Yu spent time instructing Sun Quan to never act hastily, no matter how trivial the matter. In the case of the Campaign Against Yuan Shu, they were to primarily harass Yuan Shu, their main goal being to keep him too busy to attend to other affairs.

“While you’re at home, rest as long as you can,” Sun Ce said. “If we successfully overthrow Yuan Shu and the allied troops join forces, I may have to trouble you to make the trip out as well.”

Zhou Yu frowned deeply, even as he nodded. Sun Ce poked his forehead with a finger. “What, do you have something on your mind?”

Zhou Yu waved a hand. 

Aside from a brief rainy period at the beginning of spring, the entirety of the Jiangdong region was experiencing a drought—six months without a single drop of water. The water level of Lake Tai was slowly dipping down, and the harvest this year was going to be terrible. An extreme drought like this hadn’t affected the Central Plains, Jiangdong, and Jiangnan regions in a decade. And after it ended, they would surely have to contend with a major flood.

Lake Tai bounded Wu Commandery at the rear. Even with a reduced harvest output, they could ensure the survival of everyone within the commandery. However, in Xu Province and other regions, the number of victims of the drought would only increase. If they didn’t make their preparations early, the consequences would be unfathomable.

Lu Su would be the official in charge of rites for Sun Ce’s main army. Sun Quan and Cao Pi were the captains of his left and right armies, and Zhang Zhao was his staff sergeant. 

Zhou Yu personally poured Sun Ce’s cup of wine to mark his departure, and after thinking for a bit, he added, “Be careful.”

“Okay.” Sun Ce patted Zhou Yu’s shoulder.

“Bofu disregards everything around him when he fights,” Zhou Yu said, pressing Lu Su, “and he likes to charge on ahead. Make sure you hold him back.”

Lu Su smiled. “No problem.”

Zhou Yu turned back to Sun Ce. “I prepared some medicinal herbs for you. If you get heatstroke—”

“All right, all right,” Sun Ce said with a resigned laugh.

Cao Pi and Sun Quan led the vanguard away. After exchanging a few words with Zhou Yu—all related to rations and troops—Zhang Zhao departed as well, leaving Zhou Yu and Sun Ce holding each other’s hands as they stood behind the main army.

This was the first time in many years that Sun Ce was setting off to battle without Zhou Yu.

“I’m not worried about you,” Zhou Yu said. “I’m worried you won’t be able to handle Sun Quan and Cao Pi. Sun Quan is one thing, but you’d better rein in Cao Pi. Don’t let them send their troops out rashly.”

“Relax,” Sun Ce said. “You’ve seen me lead an army into battle before. On the battlefield, I have the final say.”

“If you’re going to launch a surprise attack, you must discuss it in great detail, and you must not let them exceed their authority,” Zhou Yu added. “As for any internal affairs, if there’s anything you can’t decide, ask Zhang Zhao.”

“Mm-hmm,” Sun Ce said, smiling at Zhou Yu. “I was about to say you stopped acting like a mother-in-law lately, but here you are, bitching again.”

Zhou Yu looked pointedly at Sun Ce, as if he had something more to say. In the end, he chose not to continue. He simply reminded him, “Lu Zijing is experienced in bargaining, so ask him if you have any questions about that. As for sending out the troops, when your ideas conflict with Zhang Zhao’s, listen to what he says.”

“If I cannot decide on an internal affair, I shall consult with Zhang Zhao,” Sun Ce recited. “If I cannot decide on an external affair, I shall consult with Zhou Yu.”

Zhou Yu chuckled. Releasing Sun Ce’s hands, he said, “Go. We’ll decide what to do after you return victorious.”

“Take good care of yourself,” Sun Ce said.

Sun Ce looked as if he wanted to step forward but held himself back.

“I’m leaving.” Sun Ce waved his hand.

“Then fuck off already,” Zhou Yu replied.

 

***

 

It was past noon by the time Sun Ce led the main army away. Zhou Yu returned to the governor’s manor. He’d taken care of Sun Ce’s internal affairs and logistics over the past few days, and now that Sun Ce was gone, he was at a loss for what to do.

Sun Ce led his army forth to Shouchun, where he met with Cao Cao and Yuan Shao’s allied forces. When they arrived in Danyang, Zhou Shang sent out all of his men to join Sun Ce’s, multiplying the burden of providing provisions. Zhou Yu sent out the first shipment of rations upon Sun Ce’s arrival in Huainan. Unfortunately, the situation in Wu Commandery was gradually growing more dire at the same time.

Summer took everyone by surprise. Lake Tai’s water level dropped lower and lower, with dead fish and shrimp rotting in the stinking silt. The warships were forced to move closer to the center of the lake, and Zhou Yu ordered a new pier built.

The early rice season resulted in almost no yield. Cities and counties nearby had already started to run out of grain, and only Wu Commandery retained a surplus. The incessant screeching of cicadas grated on everyone’s nerves. When midsummer rolled around, Zhou Yu sat in his room, reviewing reports on the current state of the army, his entire body coated in sweat despite him wearing only his inner robe.

Sun Ce’s division was being severely tested. Nine out of ten fields they passed were bare, and it was especially bad in the Central Plains. His letters home mentioned his hope rain would fall soon, and as soon as it did, he would assist Cao Cao in attacking the city from two different sides.

There was no water to drink in camp, as any streams were long dry. Even the water levels of the wells dipped low, but the troops marched on, parched, their lips cracked and bleeding. Zhou Yu repeatedly replied that they could not afford to wait for the rain to fall. They needed to search for water sources. 

Refugees from the Central Plains, Xu Province, and the surrounding lands began to migrate to the Wu Commandery, desperate for sustenance. The officials of Wu Commandery recorded a total of four hundred thousand people gathered outside the moat connected to Lake Tai, attempting to catch fish and shrimp to survive. 

Zhou Yu found himself facing another dilemma: Should he open the granaries to aid those affected by this disaster?

The rations held in the Wu Commandery could meet their own needs for three years. If they opened the granaries to provide relief, the front lines to which they supplied provisions would have no way to continue fighting.

Currently, Cao Cao and Yuan Shao’s troops successfully joined forces with Sun Ce, and the entire region of Jiangdong fell under Sun Ce’s command. Six hundred thousand men waited outside Shouchun, biding their time to overthrow Yuan Shu.

In an attempt to ward off the heat, Zhou Yu was sipping some plum tea. The blazing dryness of summer was difficult to bear. A light breeze blew in, and the kite on the wall shifted slightly with it before the air calmed again.

“Military Protector Zhou,” Zhu Zhi said, “they’re on the verge of riot outside the city. This must be dealt with immediately.”

Zhou Yu put away the provision logbook, rose, and left. The blindingly blue sky stretched for thousands of miles with not a cloud in sight. In the shadow of the city walls was a dense, dark mass of people.

Zhu Zhi glanced at Zhou Yu.

“What about by Lake Tai?” Zhou Yu asked.

“Quite a few people have died,” Zhu Zhi replied. “I was afraid their bodies would pollute the water, so early in the morning, I had some men carry the corpses to the foot of the mountains behind the city.”

“How many?” Zhou Yu’s eyes tracked the passage of a small Daoist, dressed in yellow, through the crowd.

“A little over two thousand people,” Zhu Zhi said. “Some died of starvation. Others drowned.”

“I won’t open the granaries,” Zhou Yu said. “There’s still been no news from Zhugong’s side.”

 

***

 

That afternoon, for the first time, an intense argument erupted in the governor’s manor. The advisors split into two factions: One requested the granaries be opened to provide relief from the drought, while the other suggested the refugees be sent away to prevent an uprising.

Zhou Yu was silent, one hand pressing down on the qin while his other worked on reconnecting a snapped string.

“Four hundred thousand people, Protector Zhou,” Zhang Hong said. “Gain the hearts of the people, gain the world. Are you so cold you’ll allow four hundred thousand people to starve to death right outside the Wu Commandery?!”

Zhou Yu did not reply. 

“There’s barely enough excess rations in the city for ourselves,” Zhu Zhi pointed out. “If the general issued these provisions, how would he explain that to Zhugong?”

Lü Fan protested. “It’s impossible to shoo them away. Where would they flee? Danyang? Yuhang? The exact same issue would arise, and if the refugees were to head south, it could lead to even bigger problems.”

A young man walked in, bowing slightly to Zhou Yu. Lü Fan introduced him. “This is Lü Meng, courtesy name Ziming. He arrived a few days ago, but since Zhugong had already left, he will wait here for his return.”

Zhou Yu nodded, noticing that Lü Meng wore a set of white mourning robes and a circle of hemp tied around his wrist. Evidently, he was observing a period of mourning for a parent.

“You cannot open the granaries,” Lü Meng insisted.

“Why do you say so?” Zhou Yu asked.

“Locusts plagued the land last year, and the excess water receded. According to my estimates, this drought will last at least one year, but it will be impossible to determine until spring.” Lü Meng explained to the group of advisors, “After a plague of locusts, drought is inevitable. Not only should you withhold rations, but the entire region of Jiangdong must live frugally. Otherwise, the consequences will be staggering.”

“Allow me to ask one question,” Zhang Hong said. “Gongjin, were Zhugong here, would he open the granaries?”

These words summoned silence, each advisor studying Zhou Yu’s reaction.

“He would open the granaries,” Zhou Yu replied, pressing the new string in. “But since I am here, I will not. If anyone wants to bad-mouth me, let them curse me out. General Zhu Zhi, tighten the defenses. Prepare for an uprising, and shut the city gates firmly.”

 

***

 

Zhou Yu replied to Sun Ce’s letter that night without writing a single word about the thousands of refugees surrounding the Wu Commandery, despite the fact they isolated the city, turning it into an island. As soon as the city gates were shut, no one could enter.

He was still unaccustomed to sleeping in such a large bed, and it felt very empty as he tossed and turned. Being squished by Sun Ce as he slept had taken some getting used to at first, but now he felt uncomfortable sleeping alone. Sun Ce’s snores had become a comfort; when Zhou Yu woke in the middle of the night without them, he felt a bit odd.

There were sounds from outside, and torches lit up the entire courtyard. Soldiers’ footsteps and their chatter quickly welled into existence.

Zhou Yu tied his robe and went to investigate. “What’s happening?” 

“The refugees have gathered and are causing a commotion,” Zhu Zhi said, coming over in person to report. “They’re charging at the gates.”

 

***

 

Zhou Yu mounted his horse and rushed it up the heights of the city wall, only to see the people already using logs as battering rams to strike the gates. Having not received any orders, the city guards dared not retaliate rashly.

Upon his arrival, Zhou Yu’s first command was slaughter. 

“Fire the arrows.”

Immediately, the area outside the city gates burst into chaos. Some shouted, others wailed, as the arrows fell like rain, striking an unknown number of people. Lü Meng climbed up the city walls, watching the scene below unfold.

The crowd retreated like the tide, leaving the ground littered with bodies. Lü Meng sighed.

“Anyone who assaults the city will be killed without warning!” Zhou Yu announced.

A deathly hush fell outside the walls.

Lü Meng said quietly, “Protector Zhou, now they may end up gathering to assault other cities instead.”

“Fetch a thousand pounds of rice,” Zhou Yu replied, “and after the sun rises, have it made into a thin congee. Distribute it among them outside the city gates.”

 

***

 

The sky gradually lightened, revealing bloody corpses and the grievously injured stacked high in the area before the gates, muffled death cries leaking out from the piles of bodies. Lü Meng led some men out to start cooking the congee, handing it out to the citizens right next to the mounds of corpses.

People slowly gathered up again rather than leaving to head to another city. Zhu Zhi’s subordinates were posted high on the wall, their hands on their bows, watching the refugees’ every action.

A young, yellow-robed Daoist priest wove in and out of the crowd, loudly singing a folk song. From time to time, he would press closed the eyes of the dead. 

After a single look at him, Zhou Yu instructed, “Detain that man.”

 

***

 

That evening, Zhou Yu was presented the priest. He wore a set of shabby, dust-covered robes as he stood in the courtyard. Zhou Yu was currently playing the qin he’d repaired, plucking away at the strings.

“Name.”

“Yu Ji,” the man replied, smiling as he sat down in the corridor. “Will the lord commander grant me a mouthful of water? I’m absolutely parched.”

Zhou Yu looked up, and one of the servants poured a cup of tea, bringing it over to Yu Ji. Zhou Yu studied him as he carefully blew on the hot tea, which reflected his limpid eyes.

“What school does the lord priest hail from?” Zhou Yu asked.

“No school, no sect,” Yu Ji replied with a smile. “I wander the land as I please.”

“You have come all this way to the Wu Commandery to bestow blessings upon the citizens, yet I have neglected to welcome you.”

Yu Ji rose to his feet after he drank his tea. Despite being unkempt and scruffy, under the dirt caking his face, he seemed quite young. He folded his hands behind his back, silently strolling through the hall and closely scrutinizing Zhou Yu before sighing and shaking his head.

“After you finish this cup of tea,” Zhou Yu insisted, “please leave for the north. Unruliness looms over Wu Commandery these days, and I am afraid the actions of the troops may end up offending you, milord priest.”

“Heh,” Yu Ji chuckled. “And if I do not leave?”

“If you do not, I cannot guarantee your safety when Zhugong returns. Back during the Yellow Turban Rebellion, Zhugong did not look favorably upon the teachings of the Way of the Five Pecks of Rice.”

“But I am not of the Way of the Five Pecks of Rice,” Yu Ji replied. “To tell you the truth, your zhugong’s fortune has been rocky all his life. The coming years will be especially bad if he continues to slaughter, generating more evil…”

The qin thrummed at the same time as Zhou Yu’s heart. A sense of ominous foreboding spread through his body. Ghosts, gods, and monsters meant nothing to him, but all bets were off when it came to Sun Ce. Zhou Yu was torn between expelling this priest and asking him to elaborate, and he froze.

“Confucius speaks not of strangeness, power, rebellion, or the supernatural,” Yu Ji said, smiling happily. “Since I’ve said thus, let it be. Protector Zhou need not take it to heart. The protector should focus on his health instead.”

“Why do you say this?” Zhou Yu asked.

“You were severely ill many years ago. That illness was never cured, and its root lingers on within your body,” Yu Ji said. “Your illness may recur if you do not take care. To cure it in full, you must leave this turbulent world behind and sail over the seas, as soon as possible. You must not experience great joy nor great sorrow and remain unmoved to worldly thoughts.”

“Baseless nonsense,” Zhou Yu said coldly.

“Strong things shatter easily,” Yu Ji continued. “The hands of General Sun’s ancestors are coated thick with blood, and that murderous legacy has fallen on him. He’s impulsive and stubborn, with a wrathful temper. An inexorable doom awaits the Sun family.”

Zhou Yu’s eyes were locked on Yu Ji, his hands pressing on the strings of the qin. 

Yu Ji added, “I’ll be on my way now. Goodbye.”

“Wait,” Zhou Yu said quietly. “Can that destiny be averted?”

Yu Ji waved a hand, and Zhou Yu realized he’d been taken for a ride. He thought he could influence Yu Ji to leave of his own accord, only to find the priest had unconsciously gained an advantage over him instead.

“Does Protector Zhou believe in fate?” Yu Ji asked seriously, rolling up his sleeves as he stood outside the door.

“I don’t,” Zhou Yu replied.

“Though you say you do not, in your heart, you do,” Yu Ji replied, smiling. “Do the lives of the thousands gathered outside the city walls not soften your iron resolve even a little?”

“I wish to open the granary,” Zhou Yu replied, lifting his gaze to look at Yu Ji. “But Bofu is away, facing battle. His victory or defeat will decide the fate of everyone in the world, so I have no choice. Future generations may curse me, but I have no regrets.”

“Ah well,” Yu Ji sighed, mock seriously. “On behalf of the gruel Zhou-lang distributed today, allow me to bestow these two talismans onto you. Remember, place them under Sun-lang’s pillow.”

Yu Ji vanished into thin air. The two talismans remained, fluttering to the ground. Zhou Yu stared, shocked. Had he used an illusion? Zhou Yu dashed into the courtyard, only to find the two talismans, scrawled in blood, sticking upright from the ground.

 

***

 

A military report from Sun Ce arrived several days later: still no rain, to the point the ground looked scorched. Cao Cao could wait no longer either, so they agreed to launch their attack in the ninth month. Rations were urgently needed, and they needed to be sent with guards to protect them.

Over the ensuing months, Zhou Yu mused over Yu Ji’s words. All humans died, either through destiny or the will of the heavens, so what was there to fear? But he tossed and turned restlessly at night, fearing for Sun Ce. One night, he turned over and rose from his bed to pen a letter, sending a courier at top speed to deliver it.

On the twelfth day of the ninth month, reports of Sun Ce’s victory arrived.

That was fantastic news; Zhou Yu could finally let out a sigh of relief. The good word spread throughout the manor, and preparations began for the grand banquet that would be held after Sun Ce’s victorious return.
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Zhou Yu wrote a letter to the front lines then, informing them of the drought in the Wu Commandery. With so many disruptions, his letter was delayed almost ten days, and so when Sun Ce packed up and started to return, the Jiangdong region had already turned into parched earth.

The ground cracked open, and the fields were baked a reddish yellow. Sun Ce arrived at the Wu Commandery to the shocking sight of the starved corpses lining the ground. The great army came to a halt outside the city, unable to budge as a horde of starving people surrounded them. The soldiers shouted for them to leave, only for members of the crowd to kneel in the middle of the road, wailing about Zhou Yu. 

They expressed their grievances about him exploiting his power and shooting innocent citizens to death. Half a year had already passed since the first group of refugees arrived in the Wu Commandery, and Zhou Yu had only opened up the granary to distribute gruel to prevent an uprising—and there were always more mouths than there was gruel. A hundred thousand people had starved to death outside the city during those months. At first Zhu Zhi would send out troops to clean up the bodies, but eventually so many people perished from hunger that they couldn’t spare the men and left the corpses exposed, rotting. From time to time, the truly desperate found themselves eating the dead.

Sun Ce couldn’t believe his ears when he heard these anguished testimonies.

 

***

 

Zhou Yu opened the city gates, feeling uneasy as he welcomed Sun Ce.

Sun Ce spoke sternly the moment he entered the city. “Why were the granaries not opened?”

The citizens were about to cheer for their victorious return, but when they saw Sun Ce’s stormy expression, the pride in their chests deflated. His words struck Zhou Yu like a blow across the face.

Sun Ce summoned Zhang Hong, ordering him to oversee opening the granaries. 

Zhou Yu didn’t dare butt heads directly with Sun Ce; he simply nodded. “It was this subject’s fault.”

This said, he quietly issued a few orders to Zhu Zhi’s deputy commander, who left with Zhang Hong.

 

***

 

“In the half year I have been away on the battlefield,” Sun Ce said incredulously, “how have things devolved into such a state? Why did you not tell me?”

Zhou Yu didn’t reply. Sun Ce had summoned all of his advisors, and they filled the hall. 

“When did this begin?” he asked, full of rage. “Why wasn’t this taken care of?”

“Responding to Zhugong,” Lü Fan said, stepping forward. “When you set out in the fourth month, refugees from the north were already fleeing here.”

“Whose idea was this?” Sun Ce asked. “Who stood by and watched a hundred thousand people die outside the city?”

“Me,” Zhou Yu replied, without batting an eye. He stepped forward to meet the coming storm. 

Sun Ce’s face darkened with rage. “Zhou Gongjin!” he bellowed, “I let you govern Wu Commandery! And this is how you looked after it?!”

“I prioritized your military rations,” Zhou Yu said. “If no rain fell by the sixth month, provisions stored in Wu Commandery would only last until next spring.”

No one else in the hall blamed Zhou Yu for his decision—his rationale was sound. Not a single drop of rain had fallen the entire summer, and the late crop of rice was worryingly sparse. If they’d opened the granaries to aid the refugees, by this point, citizens within the city would’ve been resorting to cannibalism.

But none of that crossed Sun Ce’s mind. He continued, enraged, “Open the granaries! Immediately open them and distribute the rations!”

Zhou Yu didn’t reply. Soldiers left to carry out his order, while Sun Ce sucked in a deep breath and said, “A hundred thousand lives were lost! How can you sleep at night?!”

A celebratory banquet was planned for that night, and Sun Ce returned to his rooms alone to change his robes. Zhou Yu sent a servant to prepare his bathwater as he also left the hall. 

 

***

 

Since Sun Quan and Cao Pi were in positions of command, they currently sat in the gardens, leaning against the red-lacquered railing, chatting idly. The autumn sky was jade blue and unmarred by clouds.

“How was the battle?” Zhou Yu asked.

“If it lasted for three more days, we would have run out of food,” Sun Quan said. “We cut it very close.”

Zhou Yu looked to Cao Pi, who added, “Yuan Shao left first. Sun-dage conquered Shouchun, while my dad went to Xu Province.”

“Write your dad a letter,” Zhou Yu said. “He must pull the grass up by its roots; he can’t let Yuan Shu escape.”

Cao Pi nodded and rose. “I’ll go write it immediately.”

 

***

 

After getting his answers about the battle, Zhou Yu made arrangements for the aftermath, then went to find Sun Ce. Sun Ce’s shoulders were crossed with wounds, and Zhou Yu brought some medicine to spread over them.

“Why didn’t you tell me in your letters?” Sun Ce asked quietly.

“I didn’t want you to be distracted.”

“You had the soldiers fire into them?” Sun Ce’s eyebrows furrowed.

Zhou Yu glanced into the mirror, his gaze landing on Sun Ce’s enraged expression. “Yes. You won’t be able to explain this all away. Punish me for my crimes.”

“Forget it. In the afternoon, you’ll be in charge of distribution from the granaries. I’ll count that as you making up for your transgressions.”

“You cannot open them,” Zhou Yu insisted.

“You…” Sun Ce glared at Zhou Yu, frowning deeply.

“If the drought lasts until the coming spring,” Zhou Yu said, “and for two seasons after that, we won’t have enough for ourselves.”

“If there isn’t enough to eat, we can buy or borrow rations,” Sun Ce said. “If I can’t even govern my own territories properly, how will I conquer the Central Plains and contend for the right to rule the world?!”

“I am responsible for the lives of every soldier and citizen in the city. This is no laughing matter. I’ve already sent people to inquire at the other provinces. Yangzhou cannot afford to spare any, it’s impossible to borrow enough from Jing Province, Jiao Province is too far, and Yi Province is overseas. Right now, the Central Plains are in chaos, so people dying of starvation is unavoidable. We must be able to hold out.”

“And if it rains in autumn?” Sun Ce asked.

“If it rains, then I will take responsibility and bear that punishment,” Zhou Yu replied.

The atmosphere was stiff, and he figured it would be best if they did not argue immediately, since Sun Ce had just returned victorious. Sun Ce put on his outer robe. 

“Open the granaries right now. Allocate the rations. That’s an order.”

“You handed over control of internal affairs to me,” Zhou Yu said, “so I am in charge. Nothing can be distributed.”

“You—!” Sun Ce’s anger flared. “The men already went to do so!”

“I stopped them,” Zhou Yu said. “Let’s eat dinner.”

Sun Ce walked out, glowering, and ordered the granaries opened again. Silently, Zhou Yu moved more quickly. By the time Sun Ce had led his men out, Zhou Yu had already left.

 

***

 

Twilight fell as Sun Ce brought his men to open the granaries, only to find Zhou Yu had arrived ahead of him and was already blocking the entrance.

“Whoever wants to open up the granaries,” Zhou Yu announced, “must do so over my dead body!”

The entire city rumbled to life as citizens started to gather. Zhou Yu had brought a handful of guards along, and the situation was precariously balanced on the tip of a needle. There were hundreds of Wu troops behind Sun Ce and less than twenty men by Zhou Yu’s side.

“Are you rebelling against me?!” Sun Ce roared. “All of you, step aside!”

Sun Ce’s intimidation skills had matured, and the guards did not dare clash with him and his threatening demeanor. Each knew that Sun Ce would not be able to attack Zhou Yu, and after the deed was done and blame was assigned, they would become the scapegoats and be dismissed immediately. Zhou Yu, however, did not take even a single step back.

“Zhou Gongjin!” Sun Ce said. “How many lives are riding on this choice?!”

“If the heavens do not send rain,” Zhou Yu replied mildly, “these granaries will not be opened, unless you strip me of my rank and punish me for my crimes.”

Sun Ce was about to order his subordinates to tie Zhou Yu up, but Zhou Yu slowly drew the Chijun Sword at his waist. The scrape of the sword leaving its scabbard reverberated like the snarl of a dragon.

“You flaunt your blade at me?” Sun Ce asked coldly.

“It’s not like I haven’t flaunted it before,” Zhou Yu said. “Come—it’s been too long since I’ve had a proper bout.”

“If I win against you, then what?” Sun Ce asked.

“You can do what you’d like with the granaries.”

“All right!” Sun Ce roared. “Bring my weapon!”

His subordinate handed it over. Sun Ce held the Panlong Staff with two hands, while Zhou Yu held his sword at chest height with one, the two of them locking eyes.

It was nearing dusk, yet the entire city thundered as thousands of citizens poured onto the drill grounds in the east of Wu City to watch Zhou Yu and Sun Ce’s confrontation. Fei Yu spread its wings, soaring through the sky. 

Sun Ce suddenly charged forward with an explosive roar.

This was the second time they’d ever crossed weapons, with more than five years having passed between now and then. 

The question of grain distribution had instead turned into a fight between two beautiful men, and the crowd watched intently. Cleanly and swiftly, Zhou Yu held his sword aloft, and with a flick, it shone with the bloodred light of the sunset, drawing a perfect arc through the air.

The civil officials and military commanders had been alerted, and they rushed over. Behind them, Zhu Zhi’s subordinate beat on the drums. When their weapons, the Chijun Sword and the Panlong Staff, collided, a series of swift, melodious sounds rang out. The two of them clashed again, staff and sword clanging against each other, before they each vigorously sprang back.

Cheers erupted from the spectators.

“Amazing!”

Like a graceful butterfly dancing through flowers, Zhou Yu spun and jumped onto a wooden pillar, standing tall and straight, looking down from high above. Sun Ce, like an eagle with outstretched wings, leaped toward the opposite side of the drill grounds, turning and lashing out with his staff, sweeping it horizontally.

Zhou Yu was impossibly nimble, every strike perfectly targeting Sun Ce, forcing him into a defensive stance. His slices rained down like a torrential storm, yet every one stopped immediately before it touched. As soon as Sun Ce was endangered, he would withdraw. They were both afraid to injure the other, as weapons could not discern between friend and foe, so their attacks were feints, empty of intent. Their gazes would give away their next move, and they hesitated barely long enough to allow each other to put up a defense.

The spar seemed more like a display. Zhou Yu’s sword moves varied constantly, while Sun Ce wove through the air with his staff, thrusting and sweeping, both of them elegantly attacking and parrying. Rampant applause broke forth from their audience.

“Back!” Sun Ce’s single staff shifted, becoming many, forcing Zhou Yu to confront a mass of illusory staves. He was almost forced out of the arena. Sun Ce controlled the entire grounds, and if he landed that strike, Zhou Yu would have no choice but to retreat.

However, Zhou Yu had been waiting for this very moment the whole time. The sun was just disappearing behind the granary. Borrowing the last moment the sun’s rays shone, Zhou Yu purposefully tilted his weapon with the slightest twist of his hold.

The light reflecting off of the hilt of the Chijun Sword beamed directly into Sun Ce’s eyes, and he clenched them shut.

In the span of that single blink, Zhou Yu lifted his long sword, thrusting it forward against the staves that filled the sky.

Silence filled the arena. Zhou Yu’s attack was flawless, a seamless combination of tactics and skill. When the crowd’s wits returned to them, Zhou Yu’s sword was readied at Sun Ce’s throat.

Seconds passed. No one had expected Zhou Yu to be so daring. If the tip of the sword even so much as twitched forward, Sun Ce’s life would be forfeit.

Zhou Yu withdrew his blade and sheathed it before bowing. “Thank you, Zhugong, for going easy on me.”

Sun Ce panted quietly, his face bright red.

“If it rains, you will bear your punishment,” he said.

“As I should.”

Sun Ce left. Zhou Yu sensed his last sword-strike had angered him. But even as a child, Sun Ce had moped like this, so Zhou Yu knew things would be all right once he apologized.

The troops dispersed. Zhou Yu shut the granary doors, standing amid the dying glow of the sun for a long time. It wasn’t until Zhu Zhi came to find him that he returned to the governor’s manor.

 

***

 

Everything went on as usual that night. At the welcoming banquet, Sun Ce was all smiles and chatter, and Zhou Yu personally poured him wine as an apology. Sun Ce acted like nothing had happened and simply smiled.

“Gongjin said”—Sun Ce addressed the group of civil and military officials with a smile—“that he is reserving the rations for now, and if it rains in the next three months, he will receive punishment for the deaths he caused due to starvation.”

None of the advisors spoke. Zhang Zhao chuckled awkwardly.

“That is how it should be,” Zhou Yu agreed. “Whoever carries out the duty bears the responsibility.”

Sun Ce laid his hand on Zhou Yu’s knee. “But tonight we sit at a lavish feast, Gongjin. How can you bear to arrange for such extravagance with refugees dying outside the city?”

“I was treating this as a celebration since Zhugong returned victorious,” Zhou Yu replied solemnly. “If you aren’t able to stomach it, we can disperse.”

Sun Ce smirked but didn’t say more. 

Everyone could tell they were at odds, but Zhu Zhi spoke, trying to break the tension. “Zhugong may not know, but over these past months, the military protector took only two meals a day; two bowls of plain congee and four dishes of pickles. He did not overstep.”

Sun Ce’s expression twisted nastily. Zhou Yu smiled. “The weather was warm, so I could not stomach much.”

Zhou Yu found a new topic, and no one else brought this up again.

 

***

 

After the banquet ended Sun Ce stayed in the study for a discussion, but Lu Su went to Zhou Yu’s room.

“Your antics today were idiotic,” Lu Su said. “How could you beat him in front of so many people?”

Zhou Yu was penning a letter to his uncle, Zhou Shang, and replied without lifting his head, “Though it looks as if I embarrassed him, that is not what actually happened. Think about it. I’m set on keeping the granaries closed, and he’s set on opening them. If I let him, and there are not enough rations at the end of the year, won’t that prove he was wrong?

“He’s that kind of person,” Zhou Yu continued, finally glancing at Lu Su. “If he’s proven wrong like that, wouldn’t that be a bigger loss of face for him?

“If there is still a famine by the end of the year, he’ll be able to save face because he can say he purposely conceded the fight. That way, his reputation remains intact, and the Wu Commandery remains untouched. I have my own plans; there’s no need for you to worry.”

Lu Su smiled before sitting down. “I was afraid you didn’t have a plan in the beginning. Don’t stretch yourself too far, and don’t hold this over him too long.”

“He won’t be angry at me,” Zhou Yu said. “After a few days, after his rage has calmed, things will be better.”

“That might not be the case this time. When we were on the battlefield, I heard both Sun Ce and Sun Quan mention you often. However, Sun Ce started relying on Zhang Zibu frequently, so be cautious in your speech and actions.”

Zhou Yu sighed. “Even my choices cannot be made for myself alone. Everyone understands the principle of playing it safe for your own sake, but at a time like this if I don’t take responsibility, who will?”

He folded up the letter and tied it to Fei Yu’s leg before sending the bird away. Lu Su drank his tea. 

 

***

 

Zhou Yu walked into the yard, thinking he would find Sun Ce and chat, only to see the lights on in his study still glowed. He stood outside and listened for a while. The guards wanted to announce his presence, but Zhou Yu waved a hand in dismissal.

He could hear Sun Ce, Qiao Mao, and Zhang Zhao exchanging questions and answers. Zhou Yu took his leave.

 

***

 

Even after Lu Su left, Sun Ce did not come in for the night.

Zhou Yu slept restlessly, and when he woke the next day, he realized Sun Ce must’ve truly been angry with him. After he finished washing up, he intended to find Sun Ce and apologize, only for the guards to report that Sun Ce had already left the city and was heading to the banks of Lake Tai.

Zhou Yu had never felt so uneasy. He started to organize the documents and books in the study but noticed a poem Sun Ce had copied last night. After sitting for a moment he lifted the brush, planning to finish inscribing it, but after he wrote two lines—“As always, the drapes are open, and the ties hold them apart”3—his interest waned. Instead, sitting in front of the desk, he fell deeply asleep.

Daoist Yu Ji stepped into his dreams, barefoot, chanting his resonant song, and he said something Zhou Yu couldn’t hear. It woke him suddenly, and he recalled the two protective talismans he’d received from Yu Ji. He had stored them in a brocade pouch, and he pulled them from his robes.

He yawned, only to finally notice that a white robe had been draped over his shoulders.

“Zhugong is back already?” Zhou Yu asked.

In the hallway, someone replied, “He returned just past noon, and he said after the military protector awoke, he should head to the side wing to talk.”

“Zhugong came here?”

“The robe is mine,” Lü Meng said, walking in.

Zhou Yu thanked him and returned it before leaving for the side wing, the brocade pouch in his hand. Sun Ce sat alone as he waited, his expression uncertain.

After Zhou Yu sat down, the two were silent for a while.

Zhou Yu searched his thoughts for a long time before tentatively venturing, “I haven’t asked you yet. How was the battle?”

Sun Ce began to smile. “I was just about to ask you.”

That smile weighed heavily on Zhou Yu’s heart. He knew Sun Ce was still occupied with what had happened. His smile was a mask, the same one he wore around his advisors. Now he was turning that smile on Zhou Yu as well, making his heart pang with disappointment.

“What are you holding?” Sun Ce noticed the brocade pouch in Zhou Yu’s hand.

“A Daoist gave them to me,” Zhou Yu said calmly. “He said you should keep them by your side, to prevent catastrophe.”

Sun Ce dismissed that idea with a smile. “What catastrophe?”

“Mm…” Zhou Yu thought for a moment before continuing, “When you’re leading your men out on the battlefield, I can’t help feeling uneasy. Take them with you. Please.”

Sun Ce smiled softly. “Speaking of Daoists, I was about to ask about that. Did you bring a Daoist priest into the estate?”

“Yes, three months ago,” Zhou Yu said.

“Did he say the Sun family has a debt of blood too great to repay?” Sun Ce said mildly, drinking a mouthful of wine. “Did he say that I would die early?”

Zhou Yu knew the guards would have reported any unusual events happening in the estate, so there was no need to hide the truth.

“Yes,” Zhou Yu said, nodding.

Sun Ce couldn’t resist loudly laughing. “And you believed him?” he asked, amused.

“I didn’t at first,” Zhou Yu replied. “But this would just help me rest easy.”

“You would be of great help if I wanted to borrow you to do witchcraft or use gu,” Sun Ce teased.

Zhou Yu’s eyebrows pulled together, but at least the mood had lightened. “Since Zhugong does not believe in ghosts or gods, where do the witchcraft and gu come in?”

Sun Ce waved his hand dismissively. “Oh well, never mind. Go on, burn them. Don’t you go about wearing them either, lest you cause an accident.”

Zhou Yu quietly tucked the talismans away.

Silence stretched on as Sun Ce contemplated something, as if he were trying to find the right words. 

However, Zhou Yu spoke first. “Bofu, I’m sorry.”

“Why?” Sun Ce found this a little odd.

Zhou Yu replied earnestly, “For what happened yesterday. I was too rash.”

Sun Ce released a string of loud laughs, saying, “Now you’d better pray it doesn’t rain anymore.”

That sentence jammed Zhou Yu’s throat. There was much more he wanted to say.

He wanted to speak openly with Sun Ce; he wanted to give voice to those stuck words. He wanted to tell him that when he faced four hundred thousand refugees, with hundreds dying every day, he’d wavered.

Humans were not grasses or trees. How could he stay emo­tionless?

With every report, the death toll rose. He’d been burdened with an extremely difficult decision: If he did not open the granary, ten thousand souls would be abandoned to starve outside the city, but if he opened the grain stores, the lives of Sun Ce’s troops were on the line, as well as his victory. All he wanted was to explain this to Sun Ce and bear the difficulty of this situation together.

But with the awkward atmosphere hanging over them, Zhou Yu found he could not say a single thing.

“Yes.” Zhou Yu only nodded.

Sun Ce wanted to say something more, and he started off by asking, “The day I departed, how was the situation inside the city?”

Before Zhou Yu could respond, Zhang Zhao arrived with documents for Sun Ce to review. 

“A missive from Shouchun,” he said. “Cao Cao already agreed to our demands. His troops left the city.”

“So quickly?” Sun Ce asked, narrowing his eyes. “I have yet to send my letter out.”

“Fei Yu took it,” Zhou Yu explained.

Zhang Zhao nodded at Zhou Yu, who continued, “I was looking for you to talk about this. From the looks of it, Cao Cao needs reinforcements. This has already been negotiated beforehand.”

“Negotiated?” Sun Ce said, raising an eyebrow. “Why do I not remember this?”

“After conquering Shouchun and expelling Yuan Shu, the next enemy is Yuan Shao,” Zhou Yu said. “Cao Cao’s and Yuan Shao’s troops are closely related, as their territories are right next to each other. Right now, if we do not form an alliance with Cao Cao, we will need to form one with Yuan Shao. You have to pick one.”

Sun Ce remained silent. Zhang Zhao nodded. “I previously mentioned this to Zhugong as well.”

Zhou Yu continued, “As soon as Yuan Shu is gone, Yuan Shao will ease up. It is best to declare war on him earlier rather than later, because we must get rid of him before we can split the remaining territories with Cao Cao. The river shall serve as the boundary. You Province, Bing Province, Liang Province, Sili, and those surrounding regions will belong to Cao, while Wu Commandery, Jiangdong, Jing Province and Yi Province, and the surrounding regions will belong to Wu.”

Zhang Zhao added, “As things stand today, this is the best route. Yuan Shao already commands a powerful army. If we wait a few more years, his influence will grow, and it will be even more difficult to shake his hold.”

Zhou Yu watched Sun Ce. 

“So you secretly transacted with Cao Cao?” Sun Ce asked.

Zhou Yu involuntarily stiffened when he heard those words.

“Cao Pi is in your army,” Zhou Yu replied earnestly. “Our alliance with the Cao family was imperative. The first time Cao Pi came was to ask for help, and we sent out reinforcements in return. Naturally, Cao Cao will let Shouchun be ours, gather his forces to pursue Yuan Shu, and deal with Yuan Shao as well. This cannot be considered a transaction; we are speeding up the process of him making good on his side of the agreement.”

“I was not finished with thinking over the consequences,” Sun Ce replied. “In the future, don’t just promise him things.”

Zhou Yu did not speak. Sun Ce’s expression was not what he wanted to see. Cao Cao’s army had already left Shouchun. It was evidently a magnanimous gesture for him to offer up the entire city to the Wu troops. What was there left to say?

“You’re not sending the troops?” Zhou Yu asked.

Sun Ce replied impatiently, “I need to think this through carefully.”

There was no way for this discussion to continue. Zhou Yu comforted himself with the thought that Sun Ce simply had too many qualms right now; he needed to discuss everything with his advisors before deciding. That was normal.

Zhang Zhao spoke. “When will Elder Qiao’s treasured daughters be sent here for the wedding? If it will be soon, we need to begin our preparations.”

Zhou Yu’s forehead wrinkled in confusion. Suddenly remembering, Sun Ce explained, “Qiao Xuan said he would marry his daughters to the two of us.”

Reminded of their past conversation, Zhou Yu simply replied with “Let’s talk about that later.”

“Da Qiao and Xiao Qiao—” Sun Ce began.

Without another word, Zhou Yu stood and left. Sun Ce, face slack in astonishment, watched Zhou Yu leave.

 

***

 

After that day, the estate’s atmosphere buzzed with anticipation and nervous energy, as if it were preparing for the arrival of a great enemy. Sun Ce’s temper seemed forcefully twisted in the span of a single night, and anyone who saw Zhou Yu would simply nod and go out of their way to avoid him.

The autumn air was fresh and crisp, but the severe drought continued. As expected, all through the season, Cao Cao’s and Yuan Shu’s territories disputed endlessly with each other. Their rations were running low, and only the farmland sitting right on the banks of Lake Tai yielded rice from the late harvest. Past the outskirts of the city, not even a single blade of grass survived.

Even the people within Wu Commandery grew nervous, and rumors began to spread. Some said the Sun family was too bloodthirsty and taking up residence in the Wu Commandery had brought disaster to the Jiangdong region. There were rumors that Sun Ce’s birth and temperament were akin to that hegemon from eight hundred years ago, Xiang Yu, who had taken his life on the banks of the Wu River.

There were even people who suggested Sun Ce was the reincarnation of Xiang Yu—seeking revenge against the sons of Jiangdong, whose ancestors refused to send troops as reinforcements, leading to his death. They said his resentment clung to him because he plunged the people into the depths of suffering.

These rumors spread like wildfire. 

Zhou Yu sent people to the surrounding cities to buy grain, but the Jiangnan and Yangzhou regions were out of stored rations as well. Lu Su returned to Shu County and managed to amass eight thousand stones’ worth of grain, which would keep them afloat for the moment. However, Sun Ce’s temper grew more and more explosive with every day he stayed at the estate, and no one dared cross him.

Now Zhou Yu was most worried about a plague. When a great number of people starved, the chances of sickness spreading increased. And just as expected, a plague descended a few days later.

The first to fall lived within the city, and the number of people struck ill surged. Zhou Yu personally went to inspect the unwell, but before he could seek out a renowned doctor to aid him, new rumors spread among the citizens. Supposedly an immortal had entered the city, brewing medicine for the human realm in the dead of night. The story spread to the prefect’s manor before Zhou Yu could seek out the source.

“Do not let this news come to Zhugong’s ears,” Zhou Yu said.

He temporarily suppressed the story to prevent oil being added to the fire. Several days passed, and the plague’s spread slowed. The talk of the mysterious medicine maker ceased, and the plague gradually came under control. Even the sick citizens eventually began to heal.

 

***

 

As things settled, Zhou Yu started to sort out the past few days. When he passed by the main hall, however, he heard Sun Ce raging inside.

Zhou Yu entered, raising his hand slightly toward the guard. The guard, looking as if he were granted amnesty, took his leave.

“What’s going on?” Zhou Yu asked.

Sun Ce glanced at him. “I want an investigation to find exactly who is spreading rumors that I am the catastrophe.”

“That has been dealt with,” Zhou Yu said. “There was a small outbreak of an illness a few days ago, but it is already under control.”

A person knelt in front of Sun Ce. Zhou Yu could tell it was a citizen, and he continued, “Those are nothing more than rumors spread by the ignorant masses, anyway. Why stoop to the same level as them? Go.”

The resident hurriedly kowtowed in thanks for his life being spared and scurried off.

“They say I am the incarnation of the Tai Sui,4” Sun Ce said. “Wherever I go, I bring catastrophe.” 

Zhou Yu did not respond to that, instead asking, “Does Shouchun have excess rations to relieve the famine? What did General Huang Gai say?”

“It was all squandered away by Yuan Shu,” Sun Ce replied, sitting back heavily and sighing. “Everything he couldn’t take with him, including food and treasure, he set ablaze.”

“What about on Cao Cao’s side?” Zhou Yu asked.

“Ye City only has enough stored for themselves,” Sun Ce said. “Count the troops; I want to set out to battle.”

“To where?” The furrow on Zhou Yu’s forehead deepened.

“To steal rations,” Sun Ce replied simply.

“You are the zhugong, the master of Wu Commandery! You are not a mountain bandit! How can you march around committing robberies?”

“Then what do you think we should do?”

The two were locked in a stalemate. Sun Ce seemed to have long since forgotten that the entire city would have descended into starvation and cannibalism if Zhou Yu hadn’t adamantly refused to open the granaries.

“I sent Zijing to Shu County,” Zhou Yu said, “to transfer a shipment of grain here. If we ration it sparingly, we can survive until the third month of next year.”

Sun Ce stood, starting to walk toward the doors. 

“You’re still going?” Zhou Yu asked.

“I’m going out. I need a break,” Sun Ce said.

Sun Ce mounted his horse, and Zhou Yu felt he needed to follow. Sun Ce patrolled the city; the refugees outside the gates looked like walking skeletons, just skin and bones. The situation within Wu Commandery was slightly better, as rice and flour were still sold in the markets, but their prices had soared.

As Sun Ce passed through the market, he ordered several people seized and locked in prison, but his anger was not satiated. By the time he arrived at the eastern market in front of the city gates, his fury seemed to have fizzled out, and he even smiled at Zhou Yu. 

“Heh, even the heavens themselves are against me.”

“Zijing should return in the next few days,” Zhou Yu replied, “and the situation may change for the better.”

They reined their horses to a stop. Sun Ce noticed a crowd gathering in the market.

“What’s going on?”

Zhou Yu’s heart thumped; whatever this was, it better not set Sun Ce off again. But the news of this event spread from one ear to ten, ten to a hundred, and soon the entire city was flooding into the eastern market.

A Daoist priest, dressed in the yellow robe of the seven stars, holding a rusted sword and a copper bell, stood on the tall platform, praying for rain. Sun Ce’s troops shoved into the crowd, immediately disturbing the onlookers.

“Zhugong!” Zhou Yu frowned. “Do not inflame the public right now.”

“It’s you, isn’t it?!” Sun Ce completely ignored Zhou Yu’s advice and pointed at the yellow-robed Daoist with his staff. “Spreading rumors, leading the people astray! You…you all…”

Sun Ce suddenly noticed Zhang Zhao, Lü Fan, and his other advisors were present at the market, and his furious expression fell.

“Zhugong, calm yourself,” Zhou Yu urged.

“Zhugong, please,” Zhang Zhao said as they all came forward to greet him, bringing the Daoist along. 

Sun Ce did not dismount, glaring down at Yu Ji arrogantly. Yu Ji smiled before rolling up his sleeves and nodding to Sun Ce.

“Yu Ji-daozhang traveled here a month ago, crossing from Kuaiji into Wu County,” Zhang Zhao explained. “He is curing the residents in the region, and he follows the tenets of the Taiping Jin5 to save those suffering. He is worried about the problems in the city and is willing to cast spells on Zhugong’s behalf to pray for the fortune of the citizens.”

“Utter nonsense!” Sun Ce roared, growing increasingly incensed the more he heard. “Seize him!”

The residents flew into an uproar, and members of the crowd began to kneel on the ground, begging for mercy on Yu Ji’s behalf. In less than the time to burn one stick of incense, tens of thousands of citizens went to their knees. 

Zhou Yu thought to himself, This is not good. Sun Ce could be persuaded but never forced, and this would only serve to steel his heart further in favor of exiling Yu Ji.

Yu Ji finally spoke. “Little hegemon, do you wear your protective talismans? Why does resentment lie so thick on your heart?”

Their surroundings fell utterly silent. Sun Ce’s expression twisted in outrage. He gulped in air, and the hand gripping his staff trembled, as if at any moment he would bash Yu Ji’s skull in.

Zhou Yu reached out a hand and placed it on the staff, steadying it, his soft touch diffusing Sun Ce’s harsh, hard force.

“Seize him,” Sun Ce said.

 

***

 

That night, everyone pled for clemency on behalf of Yu Ji, who had been thrown into the dungeons. Sun Ce, however, simply ignored all of them before finally shutting his advisors outside.

When Zhou Yu arrived, a group was standing outside the doors.

“I warned Yu Ji-daozhang,” Zhou Yu said. “I told him not to come back.”

“The people of Wu County are already reaching their boiling point,” Zhang Zhao replied. “If Yu Ji is imprisoned, things may explode. Gongjin, you need to find a way to persuade him.”

A commotion emerged from within—Sun Ce must’ve heard.

“Everyone, please return to your rooms.” Though Zhou Yu did not promise to ask for mercy for Yu Ji, the group of advisors dissipated.

He pushed the door open to see Sun Ce sitting alone at the table, drinking.

“‘Little hegemon,’” Sun Ce quoted mockingly, one corner of his mouth quirking up. “Is he cursing me to commit suicide on the banks of the Wu River?”

Zhou Yu took a seat in front of Sun Ce, whisking away his wine and replacing it with a pot of tea. “Ever since we were children, I’ve never asked you for anything,” he said. “As of today, I will ask one thing of you.”

“Speak,” Sun Ce said coldly.

“Keep these with you,” Zhou Yu said, pulling out the protective talismans. “Let Yu Ji go. I won’t try to reason with you. I simply implore you fulfill this wish.”

Abruptly, Sun Ce flipped the table, and as it crashed to the floor, he roared, “You also believe his words, don’t you?! Old wives’ tales! You think I have the power to cause a drought?!”

Zhou Yu froze; he’d never been at the receiving end of such fury from Sun Ce before. This was completely beyond his expectations.

“I thought you would say,” Sun Ce said, chuckling bitterly as his eyes locked on Zhou Yu, “that he was wrong, not to take it to heart, and then sit with me for the night. This isn’t like you, Zhou Gongjin!”

“I wasn’t…” Zhou Yu finally understood. All Sun Ce wanted was for Zhou Yu to shoulder the burden with him, rather than find a solution.

But he’d already spoken. It was too late. Sun Ce stormed out of the room.

“Wait, Bofu!” Zhou Yu said, racing after him. “I… Sorry. Bofu, I’m sorry.”

Zhou Yu grabbed Sun Ce’s hand while they stood in the courtyard.

“Pretend it was a joke,” Zhou Yu said, forcing a smile. He slung an arm around Sun Ce’s shoulder, trying to hug him, only for Sun Ce to shove him roughly aside.

Zhou Yu grew uneasy again and watched Sun Ce as if he were a rebellious child.

“Release him,” Zhou Yu said. “Not for the will of the heavens or whatever omen, but instead because he cured the people’s illnesses and saved them. Sparing his life will give the impression you are kind and magnanimous.”

“‘Kind and magnanimous,’” Sun Ce repeated, his voice ice. “When I spared Xu Gong’s life, you said the same thing.”

Zhou Yu stayed silent. Sun Ce continued, “Others asking for mercy on his behalf is one thing, but since you have, Yu Ji must be killed.”

Within him, Zhou Yu’s heart turned cold. 

“Tomorrow morning, he will be executed,” Sun Ce said. “I, for one, want to see what retribution the heavens will visit upon me!”

The night was sweltering, and both Zhou Yu and Sun Ce dripped with sweat. Sun Ce shut the gate to the yard. 

Zhou Yu stood outside for a while before saying, “Bofu, listen to one piece of advice from me.”

There was no response, and Zhou Yu huffed out a breath. His hair was so damp it stuck to his neck, and he knew Sun Ce was incredibly irritated.

“Actually, I like it when you treat me like this, when you get angry at me,” Zhou Yu said. “Even if it means you and I fight, it’s better than your smiling mask. Yu Ji… Why don’t you think about the matter a bit longer? What purpose is there in killing him? Will spilling his blood make the heavens send down rain?”

Zhou Yu fell silent, waited, then turned and left.

 

***

 

Wu Commandery felt like the inside of a giant steamer as the night stretched on, the sky dark and overbearing. Zhou Yu rose from his bed and left the governor’s manor, arriving at the prison.

“Protector Zhou.” The guards hurried to bow.

Zhou Yu gestured for them to temporarily step aside. He walked into the torchlit hallway where Yu Ji sat in a corner, lazily picking out lice.

“Why did you come back?” Zhou Yu asked.

“To cure illnesses and save people,” Yu Ji answered carelessly. “I had no choice but to return. I don’t have the same heart as you; I cannot remain indifferent as citizens die.”

Zhou Yu knelt, kowtowing to Yu Ji. “On behalf of the people in the city, I thank Daozhang for saving their lives.”

Yu Ji rose. “Leave quickly, while there’s still time.”

Zhou Yu’s heart began to thump. He hesitated, his face lit by the flickering fire. 

Yu Ji said, “The tiger of Jiangdong is enveloped in resentment. I’m afraid you will not find a good end.”

“Daozhang’s words are harsh,” Zhou Yu replied. “Since you’ve already determined my fate, why should Gongjin change? People will die; that is how it is. What of it?”

“Then why are you saving me?” Yu Ji smiled, tugging his ear.

“Daozhang put an end to a plague,” Zhou Yu replied, “and you did not disseminate those rumors, so naturally you do not deserve punishment.”

Zhou Yu brought the keys and opened the door to the cell, gesturing outward. “If you please.”

“Protector General,” Yu Ji said, “listen to a piece of advice from me instead. You should leave. Heed my words: It is easy to dodge the blows of a spear in the light, but hard to block an arrow in the dark.”

Zhou Yu’s brow furrowed, but just as he was about to ask what he meant, Yu Ji chuckled again. “Why don’t you take a look outside the prison?”

Zhou Yu turned and headed up the stairwell. The sky was faintly lit, and there was a sheen of dew collected on the leaves on the great tree outside. In the darkness before dawn, a single person stood under its canopy, his back against the trunk. His expression was all hostility—it was Sun Ce.

“I knew you would come,” he said coldly. “Evidently, no one here respects my authority anymore.”

Zhou Yu lowered his eyes and hands, silence his only response.

 

***

 

As the sun climbed in the sky, a hubbub arose from the market. Sun Ce’s guards pushed a trussed Yu Ji to the entrance of the eastern market.

“All of you, listen up!” Sun Ce announced. “If I kill this evil Daoist, the heavens will send down rain. Do you believe it or not?!”

Almost every resident of the city had turned out, and the market filled with a horrified silence. Zhou Yu was barred outside. 

Yu Ji laughed. “Sun Bofu, your destiny is to live with instability and tribulations. The people who follow you are truly pitiful, because they will wander for their entire lives. Listen to my advice: Disband your troops, pack your bags, and return to your hometown. That is the correct course for you.”

Sun Ce was still furious. A whip cracked through the air, and Zhou Yu left, unable to watch any longer. A long time later, three drumbeats thundered from the market in the distance. The last thud shook the world, accompanied by a clamoring uproar from hundreds of voices.

Zhou Yu’s eyes slammed shut tight, and his body trembled before he released a long breath.

 

***

 

The drought persisted. Not a drop of water fell from the sky, and even the governor’s manor had started serving gruel for their meals.

Sun Ce sat alone in the hall, drinking wine. When Zhou Yu passed by, he heard a clamor from inside. The wine pitcher and teacups scattered all over the floor.

Exhausted, Sun Ce leaned against a pillar, staring blankly at the sky with unfocused red eyes.

 

***

 

Cao Pi came to Zhou Yu to bid farewell—it was time for Cao Pi to leave.

“What did he say?” Zhou Yu asked.

“Your zhugong said he cannot send troops right now because the men will mutiny if they continue to starve, since the rations are in short supply. My dad’s situation also looks precarious, so I must go back.”

Sun Quan and Cao Pi came together, so it wasn’t surprising when Sun Quan said, “I want to go to Pei County with Ziheng.”

“You cannot!” Zhou Yu said. “You must remain here.”

Sun Quan and Cao Pi bade farewell longingly. Zhou Yu walked through the estate, only to find many of the advisors were missing. Zhang Zhao still remained, taking care of issues with the troops, as did Lu Su who was in the yard feeding the fish.

“Are you leaving?” Lu Su asked, glancing at Zhou Yu.

“Not unless he shoos me away. Where are the rest of the advisors?”

“If this drought persists, people will start eating each other. Cao Cao is also facing difficulties. Today Zhugong told everyone to disperse before the worst comes to happen and to find their own paths to walk. Right now, there’s only you, me, Zibu-xiong, and Lü Meng left.”

Zhou Yu sighed. After Sun Quan finished seeing Cao Pi off, he came back.

“Gongjin-ge—” Before Sun Quan could continue speaking, Zhou Yu stopped him.

“Starting now, you can’t go anywhere,” Zhou Yu said. “You must remain in the Wu Commandery, at your brother’s side. If he doesn’t leave, no one else can either.”

Sun Quan nodded but replied, “I wanted to go home to visit my mother.”

“Shu County should still be all right,” Zhou Yu said soothingly. “Go check on him.”

“Don’t,” Lu Su said. “He’s in a bad mood. He’s drinking.”

“What is it now?”

“News arrived from Xiapi the day before yesterday,” Lu Su explained. “Lü Bu sent an envoy to ask for aid. Cao Cao attacked Xu Province, and Lü Bu fled instead of fighting back. Cao Pi left after the messenger arrived.”

Zhou Yu put down the documents he was looking over and walked through the corridor to the main hall. Fei Yu hopped between empty jugs, the floor beneath them splattered with wine. Using a pillar as a crutch, Sun Ce hobbled to his feet. Both he and Zhou Yu were drenched in sweat from the humidity.

“Lü Bu is dead,” Sun Ce stated flatly.

Zhou Yu felt like lightning had struck him. He bent over and slowly picked up a cloth strip from the floor, on which was scrawled Lü Bu’s plea for help in blood.

“Fei Yu was in the Cao troops’ camp,” Sun Ce said. “Lü Bu charged out to try and break through the encirclement, but it didn’t work, so he retreated. Three days ago, his subordinates sold him out, and he was executed by Cao Cao.”

Sun Ce kicked a wine jug, and it shattered, sending wine and ceramic shards across the floor.

“Will a day come where that happens to me?” Sun Ce asked, voice drained. “You should leave. All of you, leave… You too. Leave.”

“Get up,” Zhou Yu growled, yanking the collar of Sun Ce’s robes. “Get up!”

Sun Ce staggered as he was thrown into the garden. 

“Do you possess such little backbone?” Zhou Yu asked.

“Don’t beat me,” Sun Ce said to Zhou Yu, straightening his body unhappily. “If you knock me flat on the ground, the people in the city will mutiny, and you won’t be able to stop them, even if you try!”

Just as Zhou Yu readied a fist to send flying toward Sun Ce’s face, there was a sudden explosion, and the two stopped dead.

Zhou Yu raised his head to see lightning streak across the sky like a wild dragon. Overhead, dark clouds burst internally with light, and he subconsciously released Sun Ce.

Torrential rain pelted down, instantly soaking them. The entire city echoed with joyous cries. It began to pour harder and harder, as if all the rain meant to fall over the year was flowing into the city at once. Lightning constantly lit the sky, and the earsplitting shouts of cheer around them competed in volume with the claps of thunder.

Thousands of people in the Wu Commandery fell to their knees sobbing as a white veil rose between the heavens and the earth. Zhou Yu was drenched, looking small and pitiful, but he chuckled. That chuckle became loud laughter as he couldn’t restrain his excitement. He hugged Sun Ce, who said something that was nearly swallowed up amid the sound of pouring rain.

Zhou Yu froze. Maybe he’d misheard.

“It’s time for your punishment,” Sun Ce said, smiling. “Did you forget?”

 

***

 

Three days later, the rain eased. The entirety of the Wu Commandery seemed revived, and the city gates were wide open as the late crop of rice was quickly sown on the outskirts of the city and the banks of Lake Tai. Sun Ce threw open the granary doors, providing what little rations were left. Though rain kept falling, there was no threat of flood. The mitigation system around the Wu Commandery was extremely well-designed, with most of the water diverted into Lake Tai.

The governor’s estate recovered, but this time the difference was Zhou Yu.

“Do you submit wholly?” Sun Ce asked, smiling.

Zhou Yu nodded.

A group of advisors sat in the hall, each beset with a heavy ex­pression.

“You are exempt from your punishment,” Sun Ce said. “Go take care of Danyang for me. Set out soon.”

 

***

 

Wu Commandery was thriving three days later. The dirt outside the city was fully saturated, fresh water droplets sparkling on top of it. Every resident flooded out the gates, rushing to plow the ground. A faint smear of crimson appeared on the horizon, and when Zhou Yu turned back to look, his eyes reflected the brilliant red, like the roaring fires of Chi Bi that filled the sky.

He thought a certain person would be standing on the city walls to see him off, but no one was there.

Lu Su led his horse out of the city. 

“Just to here will do,” Zhou Yu instructed.

“Last night, he mentioned something about you to Zhang Zibu,” Lu Su said.

“What did he say?” Zhou Yu casually took back his horse’s reins, eyes resting on the maples lining the road.

“He said you don’t know how to govern, so he’s having you leave for a bit. It’s not a bad idea. Both of you should rest separately—disengage.”

“Indeed, I do not know how to govern,” Zhou Yu replied mildly. “Not only do I not know how to govern, I also do not know how to be a decent human.”

Lu Su began to smile. “He is the zhugong. Look, I mentioned this to you before. Now you understand, don’t you?”

“What he wants is a loyal, uncritical minister, not someone who will argue back and go against his wishes. That is someone I cannot be.”

“Don’t be so surly,” Lu Su said. “Whatever he tells you to do, just do it. If he says something wrong, just listen. You think he doesn’t understand when he’s wrong? He knows better than anyone else.”

“I’m leaving,” Zhou Yu said. “It’s time for me to take up my post.”

“Safe travels,” Lu Su called.

Zhou Yu led his troop of less than four hundred men onto the western road and into the dense forest of maples.



Chapter 8:
Wedding

 

AUTUMN PASSED and winter arrived. The governor of Danyang retired with Zhou Yu receiving his letter of resignation the first day he arrived. The entire city’s officials welcomed him respectfully.

“When was this written?” Zhou Yu asked as he changed his robes.

“Responding to the lord governor,” one of his subordinates duly answered. “As soon as General Sun conquered Shouchun, this document was composed.”

“All of you can take your leave,” Zhou Yu replied.

His subordinates left. Zhou Yu straightened his robes, looking over his own warrant of appointment, losing himself in thought in the silent study. The letter was overtly stamped with the seal of the Polu General, shining bright red, like blood.

“Tell me these things earlier,” Zhou Yu murmured softly. “Or do you think me a fool?”

Zhou Shang had already returned to his hometown, so Zhou Yu took over the burden of governing Danyang. In reality, this city was already running smooth as clockwork after being governed by Zhou Shang for so many years. Unless there was a sudden, unexpected rebellion, he had almost nothing to worry about. Unlike Wu Commandery’s summer of starvation, Danyang still held sufficient rice and flour stocks. 

Zhou Yu oversaw the transfer of land taxes to Wu County to support Sun Ce but did not receive any news from him for many days. A foot soldier eventually returned with a message saying that Zhugong would deal with it accordingly.

The messenger also brought the qin Zhou Yu left behind. His orders specified that Zhugong had ordered Lu Su to dig it out, to be brought and handed directly into Governor Zhou’s care.

There was no other news from Wu County, but someone arrived from Shouchun—Huang Gai. Zhou Yu was idly playing the qin in the hall. He understood Sun Ce’s rationale: He wanted him to rest, play the qin, drink wine, fuss less, and in the end, cause fewer problems.

“I figured he would send someone to guard Danyang, but I didn’t expect it to be you,” Huang Gai said as soon as he sat down at the table. “What’s this I hear about Wu County not being at peace?”

“It’s all been suppressed,” Zhou Yu said. “I was sent away.”

“Oh? Why?” Huang Gai asked.

Zhou Yu smiled and wiped away the dust layering the qin, his fingers streaked with gray residue. “I overstepped my authority while dealing with a situation. I acted first and reported later, thus defying my Zhugong’s orders and rousing the public’s anger. If he did not send me away, the advisors and citizens alike would probably no longer agree to my governance.”

Huang Gai chuckled coldly but did not pass judgment. Instead, he said, “Cao Cao sent a messenger to Shouchun again. Previously, you and Zhugong vowed that after Yuan Shu was destroyed, you would assist him in taking down Yuan Shao. Was such a promise made?”

“Yes,” Zhou Yu said. “But Zhugong changed his mind.”

“The Central Plains were inundated with torrential rains and are nearly impossible to travel due to the mud. Yuan Benchu and Cao Mengde gathered their armies for a decisive battle in Guandu, and the two have been fighting for many days. Yuan Shao’s seasoned troops number a hundred thousand, and he sent out basically his entire force. His army’s supplies are stored in Wuchao. Cao Mengde sent me three envoys already, requesting reinforcements and asking me to lead my men to ambush Wuchao.

“There are less than three thousand soldiers in Shouchun,” Huang Gai pointed out. “We have no men. But do as you see fit.”

Zhou Yu sighed. “Only sixteen hundred guardsmen are in Danyang. Where will I seek out more troops? Bofu already said he will not send any, so what can I do?”

Huang Gai narrowed his eyes. “You and Cao Mengde came to this agreement. Shouchun would belong to Zhugong in exchange for your troops ambushing Yuan Shao. If you go back on your promise, how will the people of the world speak of Zhugong?”

“Whether objectively or subjectively,” Zhou Yu retorted, “we must send our troops at this point, based on the promise that we made with Mengde-xiong. Plus, if we do not send them now, the first thing Yuan Shao will do after he defeats Cao Cao is raze the Wu Commandery to the ground.

“But I cannot persuade him to do so,” Zhou Yu said. “He resents all of my opinions right now.”

“If that’s the case, you must fully understand the consequences that will arise because of this,” Huang Gai replied.

Zhou Yu took a deep breath but didn’t respond.

Huang Gai added, “When a general is on the battlefield, he needs not wait for his lord’s order to attack. You are not suited to be a field commander.”

Zhou Yu knew this was meant to goad him into action. He could not fall for this, and he resented those words. Huang Gai finished drinking his tea and rose. “I need to borrow some rations.”

“There’s not much left,” Zhou Yu replied. “I’ll write a slip for you; send your men to the granary.”

The approval of any transfer of rations was up to Sun Ce. Everyone else needed to listen to him, but Zhou Yu did not. He immediately wrote out a slip and handed it to Huang Gai, with an understanding that the rations would be recouped after the early harvest in the coming spring.

Huang Gai also left a letter—written in Cao Cao’s hand.

Zhou Yu looked at it for a while. He recalled Lü Bu, whom Cao Cao had hanged, and reflected silently for a long, long time.

He remembered when Lü Bu chased them with his troops. They’d run into Zhao Yun at the foot of the Hangu Pass, where he’d been watering his horse. How quickly their positions had changed in the span of just a few short years.

He understood the reasoning behind why Sun Ce was not sending out reinforcements. Lü Bu had saved their lives, and he had the emperor award Sun Ce the position of the Polu General. Like how one would stare upon a high mountain with awe, though both Sun Ce and Sun Jian were his frequent enemies on the battlefield, they treated Lü Bu with the respect an adversary deserved.

Now, Cao Cao had killed Lü Bu. How could Sun Ce let that slight pass? He hadn’t taken Cao Pi’s life as revenge for Lü Bu, even though the opportunity had presented itself. Zhou Yu remained considering these matters as Huang Gai left, and soon after, Sun Quan arrived.

Zhou Yu had never thought Sun Quan would come in person, and he wasn’t sure how to react.

“What did your brother say?” When Zhou Yu saw anyone from Wu Commandery, he couldn’t help the anxiety bubbling up in his heart.

“He didn’t say anything,” Sun Quan replied. “Gongjin-dage, I came for Ziheng’s sake.”

Sun Quan brought a letter with him, and Zhou Yu had no argument. Cao Cao’s army was embroiled in a bitter battle, and if he did not achieve a decisive victory in the Battle of Guandu, he would lose completely—there was no leeway. Yuan Shao was currently more powerful, and if they did not step in with the promised ambush, Cao Cao would become a footnote in history.

Cao Pi understood the severity of this situation, so he’d sent Sun Quan a plea for help. He was clever this time; he’d bypassed Sun Ce by telling Sun Quan to take the letter directly to Zhou Yu.

“If Yuan Shao wins,” Sun Quan said, “his next move will be to turn his forces on Jiangdong. We’ll be in danger.”

This didn’t need to be stated out loud. Zhou Yu knew.

“I only have sixteen hundred men,” he said, “and mobilizing the troops without permission is forbidden. Have you asked your brother? Does he know you’ve come?”

“He doesn’t,” Sun Quan replied. “I sneaked out. Look, I stole his command tally.”

Zhou Yu had to admit his defeat.

“He’ll beat you to death!” Zhou Yu said.

After those words left his mouth, someone requested an audience outside—a messenger sent by Cao Cao had just arrived. He brought along a letter from Cao Cao, as well as Lü Bu’s coffin.

Zhou Yu ordered the men to temporarily leave the coffin outside the city. He asked if the news reached Wu County yet, but the messenger was commanded by Cao Cao to go to Danyang first, so Zhou Yu could arrange things as he saw fit.

Zhou Yu read the letter in the hall, only to find the message filled with overwhelming emotion. Cao Cao’s grief flowed between the lines, and by the end, he even pinned Lü Bu’s death onto Liu Bei. There was not one word mentioned of requesting assistance or forging an alliance, so Zhou Yu sent some men to deliver the letter to Wu Commandery while he personally went to pay his respects to the deceased.

It was a pity that Lü Bu, a fierce and powerful hero, couldn’t find peace even in death. Zhou Yu bawled openly in front of the coffin, and after he and Sun Quan kowtowed, he selected a date for the burial. He would be buried in Danyang for now, and after the customary passage of years, his remains would be placed in an appropriate vessel and moved to his homeland of Bing Province.

“When will you send reinforcements?” Sun Quan asked.

“I cannot,” Zhou Yu said. “Your brother would be furious. We must come to an agreement with him.”

Sun Quan protested, “He’ll never agree! You have no idea what Wu Commandery is like these days!”

“What’s happened?” Zhou Yu asked.

“He doesn’t listen to anyone,” Sun Quan said. “He killed a lot of people a few days ago. Zhang Zhao could not stop him, and Lu Su did not try to persuade him otherwise.”

“Who did he kill?” Zhou Yu asked.

Sun Quan fell silent, and Zhou Yu guessed they were the rich aristocrats in the Wu Commandery region. 

Sun Quan reluctantly responded. “The people of Kuaiji, who were unhappy with his rule.”

“How many?” Zhou Yu asked. No news about it had reached Danyang, so he presumed the executions had been kept under wraps. 

“He killed the allies of the perpetrators as well,” Sun Quan said, “so I don’t know the exact number. They say the banks of Lake Tai are dyed red.”

Zhou Yu’s mind went blank. It felt like the world was spinning around him. 

“Why?”

“Lu Zijing said it was because Kuaiji denied loaning his army rations last year, so he decided to whet his knife on Liu Yao’s family. I think he’s simply in a bad mood and wants to take it out on others.”

“I’ll send a letter right away,” Zhou Yu said. “Do not be hasty.”

“If we don’t send troops now, Ziheng will be in danger.”

“I’ll do it as quickly as I can.”

Worries weighing heavily on his heart, Zhou Yu returned to the study, lifting his brush to pen Sun Ce a letter. However, when he was ready to send it off, he remembered Fei Yu was not there to speedily deliver his letter. In the three months since he’d left the Wu Commandery, he had not seen Fei Yu, so his only choice was to send a courier at top speed. Thankfully the two locations were not too far, and a fast horse could cover the distance in a day.

The next evening, Sun Ce’s reply came, summoning him back to Wu County for a discussion. Zhou Yu hurriedly made arrangements for all of Danyang’s political affairs before returning to Wu County. Upon his arrival, Fei Yu swooped down from the sky and alighted on his shoulder, forcing a smile on his face.

But when he entered the city gates, Zhou Yu noticed the citizens he passed looked hesitant, even uneasy. The city’s defenses were built up, and the number of patrolling guard squadrons seemed to also have increased quite a bit in the three months he’d been gone. The citizens glanced warily at each other, and when they saw Zhou Yu, some of them looked as if they wanted to stop his horse from moving forward, but the guards shooed them away.

 

***

 

As usual, that carefree, casual look was glued on Sun Ce’s face as he sat in the main hall, polishing a halberd. He didn’t even glance up.

That halberd was Lü Bu’s Fangtian Huaji, the only thing left of him above ground.

“Diaochan disappeared off to who-knows-where,” Sun Ce said, smiling vaguely. “I hear she’s pretty. Cao Cao probably took her into his harem.”

“He wouldn’t go that far, would he?” Zhou Yu replied mildly, shaking out his cloak. The weather was chilly. “Is there any wine?”

Sun Ce sent for a servant to warm some. “Where’s the command tally?”

Zhou Yu withdrew Sun Ce’s tiger tally and returned it to him.

“Sun Quan’s getting bolder and bolder,” Sun Ce said. “He didn’t come back with you?”

Zhou Yu shook his head. “You’re really not sending reinforcements?”

Sun Ce smiled. “In public, in private, all you care about is rushing to Cao Cao’s rescue.”

“After Cao Cao wins, we can conquer the world,” Zhou Yu protested. “If you’re not willing to force the people to suffer—”

“But how am I supposed to settle my debts?!” Sun Ce said, slamming the Fangtian Huaji down onto the table. “You and I both owed Lü Bu, yet you bear no grudge against Cao Cao, as a casually worded letter sweeps all of that aside in your eyes?! Laozi already forgave and forgot by releasing his son! And he still demands my troops to fight his war?!”

Zhou Yu nodded. “Yes. Zhugong’s decision is correct.”

“Your mouth says so, but your heart doesn’t,” Sun Ce scoffed. “Whatever. There’s no point in arguing.”

“No,” Zhou Yu said, lifting a hand. “I am wholly convinced, I swear. Just because rain fell doesn’t mean the region around the Wu Commandery is back to full strength, and we cannot sustain troops on a single rice harvest for a long period of time. Leave Cao Cao to live or die of his own accord.”

Sun Ce coldly grunted and regarded Zhou Yu distantly. Zhou Yu sighed in his mind and mentally set the matter aside, preparing to rise and take his leave.

“How is Danyang?” Sun Ce asked.

“My uncle ruled well,” Zhou Yu said, with a brief smile. “I followed his lead, but I was unable to accomplish much.”

Sun Ce’s tone warmed. “Next year, I am planning to send the troops out to Jing Province. You’ll be in charge of the navy.”

Zhou Yu nodded. 

Sun Ce continued, “If there aren’t any major mistakes, I’ll appoint you to the role of the admiral then.”

“Thank you, Zhugong,” Zhou Yu said, rising and saluting him. “I must return now.”

Sun Ce flinched. “You’re leaving?”

“Sun Quan is still in Danyang. If I don’t go watch him, who knows what kind of trouble he’ll stir up.”

Sun Ce seemed confused and annoyed, and he waved a hand dismissively. “Go, go.”

While he was here, Zhou Yu went to visit Lu Su, who, as usual, saw him off.

“You and Sun Bofu,” Lu Su said, “are suitable as friends or as family, but not lord and vassal.”

“I’ve realized this,” Zhou Yu admitted.

So many years had passed already. Once they were close and intimate; now their relationship had managed to unravel almost entirely. Was it because of how they butted heads? Zhou Yu believed he already made many concessions. He knew Sun Ce did not like others meddling in his decisions, so Zhou Yu usually complied with his orders. Sun Ce was his zhugong, his lord, with the status afforded such a title, so Zhou Yu no longer addressed him like a brother in front of anyone.

Lu Su continued, “The entirety of the Wu Commandery is afraid of him. They say he’s the second coming of Xiang Yu, returned to become a little hegemon.”

“Nothing but gossip in the wind. Don’t mind them; the rumors will stop at the hands of any wise man,” Zhou Yu replied.

“But some of the rumors reached his ears.”

Zhou Yu’s eyebrows lifted.

Lu Su said, “The aristocratic clans of Kuaiji claimed the only reason he was able to establish himself was because you’ve been supporting him from behind the scenes. They said his skills alone weren’t enough to govern Jiangdong.”

A long sigh escaped Zhou Yu. Rather than feeling irritated, like he’d expected, he felt more as if a heavy burden had settled on his shoulders.

“So it’s come to this,” Zhou Yu said. “What else did they say?”

“That the Sun family is not from this region. Their ancestors hail from Fuchun and Kuaiji, so the entire Wu Commandery is grumbling about Sun Jian and his sons. From the very beginning, they were resistant to the Sun family. Initially, you and I quashed those sentiments by leveraging the sons of the aristocratic clans against them, and that stopped it for a while, but now the rumors are springing up again.”

“Zhang Zhao hasn’t said anything?” Zhou Yu asked.

“They’re from the Xuzhou faction,” Lu Su said. “They’re scholars from the north, so they’d leap at a chance to squeeze the southerners out of their lands. We need to deal with this, or these deeply rooted territorial struggles will cause a catastrophe sooner or later…”

A messenger suddenly appeared with a request for Zhou Yu to return. Sun Ce had changed his mind and wasn’t allowing him to leave.

Zhou Yu was forced to make his way back to the governor’s manor but couldn’t find Sun Ce. His orders insisted Zhou Yu stay for a few days until Sun Ce’s other plans could be decided. Zhou Yu and Lu Su shot each other looks, neither understanding exactly what Sun Ce was playing at.

Since he had come back, he might as well take up residence here. That night, Zhou Yu tried once again to seek out Sun Ce, to discuss his plans, only to be informed Sun Ce had left the Wu Commandery just after noon. Zhang Zhao, Zhang Hong, Lü Fan, and the other advisors had started dinner by the time Zhou Yu found out, and they greeted him with stilted, forced pleasantries. Zhou Yu asked about the Wu Commandery’s state, only to learn there was a fierce struggle between the southern and northern factions.

Sun Ce did not like the people of Kuaiji. Even back when Sun Jian became the Prefect of Changsha, Kuaiji had opposed him at every turn. He had been given the cold shoulder when he tried to borrow rations in those days, and the relationship between them had only worsened. Zhou Yu wanted to discuss this issue of bad blood and brought the list of registrants from the xiaolian6 so they could promote a small number of people from Kuaiji, only for Zhang Zhao and the other advisors to collectively oppose the idea.

“We must reconcile with them,” Zhou Yu insisted, “otherwise the situation will only worsen. It’s impossible to kill them all.”

“Stop butting into his business,” Lu Su said.

Lü Meng, who overheard this from the study, looked at them awkwardly. Remaining where he sat wasn’t an option but neither was leaving.

He was from Runan, so he didn’t belong to either of the factions Sun Ce’s other advisors fell into. Zhou Yu asked his opinion.

“Jiangdong is not stable,” Lü Meng said, “and with Yuan Shao right next to us, I proposed to Zhugong that allying ourselves with Cao Cao is the best strategy, along with placating our ranks and promoting officials from the southern faction.”

“Why is it that he’s grown so large physically,” Zhou Yu mused, “yet he’s still so childish?”

No one dared reply to that. Zhou Yu sensed he’d overstepped and continued a moment later. “General Lü, I have something I would ask of you.”

Lü Meng nodded happily. “Please speak freely.”

Zhou Yu said, “Tomorrow, as soon as morning comes, please head to Danyang. I do not know what arrangements Zhugong made, but I am afraid I will not be able to return for a while. Sun Quan is only fifteen, and I’m afraid he’ll impulsively mobilize the troops and head toward Guandu.”

“I thought that was the lord governor’s plan,” Lü Meng chuckled. “Unless you do not wish to let Zhongmou lead the troops out and defy your lord’s orders, for once in your life?”

Zhou Yu was hesitant to stop Sun Quan, in reality. Technically, the best course of action was for him to lead the troops and aid Cao Cao first and suffer whatever punishment would come later. Since Sun Quan was Sun Ce’s younger brother, he could not be executed, according to the rules of the military.

“Persuade him not to go for now,” Zhou Yu said. “I’ll see what tactics might work. At the very least, I will mention it to Zhugong, and maybe events will turn in our favor.”

Lü Meng agreed easily in comparison. Though Lü Meng was under Sun Ce’s command, Sun Ce never heavily relied on him, so he never had much to do. Now that he did, he left with Zhou Yu’s letter in hand the very next day, heading to Danyang.

 

***

 

Another day passed before Sun Ce finally returned.

It turned out Sun Ce had made a trip to Shu County and brought Madame Sun and Madame Zhou back with him. Zhou Yu jumped when the guards notified him. What was he trying to do? Celebrate the new year in the Wu Commandery?

“Gongjin!”

Zhou Yu changed into his formal robes and hurried toward the main hall. Lu Su raced after him. “You have some trouble to deal with.”

Zhou Yu stopped walking.

“Yesterday, when Lü Meng arrived in Danyang, Sun Quan rode away with your troops.”

Zhou Yu blinked.

“That little brat…” All along Zhou Yu suspected this might happen, but he didn’t expect that Sun Quan would be one step ahead of him.

“Lü Meng is assuming command of Danyang, and he sent a letter,” Lu Su said. “Zhang Zhao asked me to suppress word of the mobilization for now and not report it to Zhugong, to see if he can catch him.”

“Where is he heading?” Zhou Yu asked.

“He passed through Shouchun first,” Lu Su said.

“They won’t be able to catch him,” Zhou Yu said. “Huang Gai will support Sun Quan. Go tell Lü Meng to supply the troops with rations. If there’s not enough, he may draw from the supplies at Shouchun… I’ll go greet the two elders. Go, take care of this immediately. If Zhugong finds out, tell him to find me.”

Lu Su left, and Zhou Yu, his expression flickering between gloom and joy, went to the main hall to greet his mother and Madame Sun.

Sun Ce laughed as he chatted with them, but when Madame Sun noticed Zhou Yu, her eyes grew wide. “What happened? You’re so skinny! Do you not have enough to eat, or do you have too much work to do?”

Zhou Yu smiled. “The weather is getting colder, so I don’t sleep well.”

“Gongjin has lost weight,” Sun Ce said, patting his knee.

Madame Sun flicked Sun Ce’s forehead. “You’re mistreating Yu-er, aren’t you? He’s skin and bones because he runs around day and night for your sake and can never rest.”

“He’s been like that since he was young,” Madame Zhou said, gently changing the topic. “Just like his father. His forehead’s always on the verge of tying itself into a knot, and he eats too little and thinks too much.”

“Someone needs to look after him,” Madame Sun said. “How can we let this continue?”

Sun Ce tugged Zhou Yu along, chuckling. “Come, come, kneel first. I have something to announce.”

Zhou Yu and Sun Ce knelt down in front of the two elders, kowtowing to their mothers. Two years had passed since Zhou Yu had parted from his mother, and he couldn’t help his heart aching upon seeing her again. Since they were both here, he was considering bringing her back to Danyang with him.

Sun Ce performed the three kowtows and casually remarked, “Mother, Gongjin and I… Well, we’re preparing to be married this winter.”

Something snapped in Zhou Yu’s mind. He struggled to keep his soul inside his body. “Wait. Bofu, you— What are you saying? Getting married?!”

“So that’s why we’re here.” Madame Zhou had a revelatory expression, and she laughed as she spoke to Madame Sun. “I was wondering why Ce-er was being so secretive. Isn’t this wonderful?”

“Finally, this monkey is doing one thing properly,” Madame Sun added.

Zhou Yu’s face was crimson to the tips of his ears. “This is such an important matter, yet you didn’t discuss it with me first? Getting married is one thing, but you and I— How…”

Sun Ce smiled as he tried to pull him up. Zhou Yu did not rise, nor did he dare to look up. The hall was awash with the light of the setting sun, everything outside tinted red as far as the eye could see. He was at a loss for what to do, and his hands, pressed against the cold floor tiles, were trembling.

“I was afraid Gongjin wouldn’t agree to it,” Sun Ce explained, “so I didn’t dare tell him, but now I would like to ask our parents to approve this decision. Gongjin, Mother is here already, so why don’t you accept or reject?”

“I…” Zhou Yu was very close to denouncing Sun Ce entirely. How far would he take this nonsense?!

“Tell me, tell me first,” Sun Ce insisted.

Zhou Yu met Sun Ce’s gaze with a turn of his head. They each stared fixedly at each other. Zhou Yu’s eyes were lined in red, and his lips trembled slightly from nervousness and agitation.

“I…I don’t know,” Zhou Yu finally said. “Ask my mother. Have her decide. If she says okay, I’ll do it.”

“Which family’s young lady caught your eye?” Madame Zhou smiled warmly.
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“The Qiao family,” Sun Ce replied, mirroring her smile. “Hey, Gongjin, how long are you going to kneel?”

Zhou Yu remained on his knees, quiet. The boiling heat on his face faded into paleness, and Sun Ce’s voice sounded like it came from a great distance.

“The Qiao family,” Zhou Yu repeated, smile vague. “I was wondering.”

Zhou Yu dusted the knees of his robes as he rose and took a seat. Sun Ce continued to speak, but Zhou Yu couldn’t hear it over the ringing in his ears. Sun Ce’s voice faded in and out. Madame Sun took Zhou Yu’s hand, and from time to time, Sun Ce patted Zhou Yu’s shoulder. Everyone laughed together, but as for what they actually said, Zhou Yu could not remember.

 

***

 

During the night, the winter rain pattered unceasingly.

Zhou Yu pressed down gently on Madame Zhou’s pulse point. She held a document close to her face and squinted, her vision blurry with age. “Yu-er, what’s written here? Read it for me.”

Zhou Yu took a look—it was just a letter Zhang Zhao had sent to Sun Ce out of courtesy. “No need to read that; it’s trivial. What do we need to prepare for the wedding? When does it begin and end?”

“There just so happens to be a day,” Madame Zhou said, growing excited about the topic, “which matches up with your and Ce-er’s eight characters of your births and does not conflict with the Qiao family’s two daughters’. This is truly fated!”

Zhou Yu let out a long breath. “Does your head still hurt?”

“It doesn’t,” Madame Zhou replied. “Only my knees do. It’s because of the overcast sky and rainy weather.”

Zhou Yu brought the medicine chest over and treated his mother to some acupuncture. Madame Zhou could not stop sighing joyfully after learning her son was about to marry. 

“Back when Madame Sun and I betrothed our unborn children to each other, we never expected such a day would come. Ce-er has grown up, and so has my Yu-er.”

“You two betrothed your unborn children to each other?” Zhou Yu asked, looking up at her.

“Mm-hmm,” Madame Zhou affirmed. “Well, we agreed if we had a son and daughter, they would be married. And now that you two shall be the husbands of two sisters is a very good thing.”

“You’re all so delighted,” Zhou Yu replied. “It’s almost as if Bofu and I are marrying each other instead.”

“You don’t know,” Madame Zhou smiled, stroking Zhou Yu’s handsome face. “Your dad passed away early, so I always worried over the prospects of your future marriage because there was nothing I could do to ensure it. But Ce-er always kept it in his mind, which is kind of him, and your dad, down in the underworld, can rest easy as well now that you’ll be settling down.”

Zhou Yu didn’t reply. Instead, his eyes gradually reddened, and after a long while his tears began to flow soundlessly.

“It’s all right, it’s all right,” Madame Zhou said, soothingly. “Isn’t this a happy affair?”

“I won’t marry,” Zhou Yu said, sobbing.

“Don’t be silly. Tell me, why not?”

Zhou Yu shook his head, his hand clutching the acupuncture needles trembling. 

Madame Zhou reached over to hug him. “You must not speak out of childish anger…”

Zhou Yu leaned into Madame Zhou’s embrace, sobbing heavily, his back quivering. That almost seven-foot-tall man cried like a child who didn’t know any better.

 

***

 

Over the course of a single night, the governor’s manor in Wu County transformed. The dull gray walls and tiles were covered, and red silk glimmered under the light of the lamps, turning their warm, gentle rays into countless clouds of unquenchable fire. The red sat on solemn black, layering like a cotton blanket that covered the world, settling itself over the vast land. The inhabitants were so nervous, they could barely breathe; everything was so on edge.

Sun Ce specifically ordered winter plums to be planted throughout the entire yard, and the scent of their blossoms filled the air. Bright decorations and glowing lanterns were everywhere, but Sun Ce’s expression was darker than his black wedding robes.

The news of Sun Quan leading the troops from Danyang finally reached the estate. Sun Ce’s anger struck like lightning from the sky.

Zhou Yu was trying on his wedding robes when a gift from Cao Cao arrived. Zhou Yu immediately turned, went into the hall, and knelt.

“Are you rebelling against me?!” Sun Ce, dressed in the red and black robes of the groom, stepped forward, sending a tea table flying with a well-placed kick. Pastries and platters scattered over the ground.

“Zhugong,” Lu Su said from outside the hall, “Governor Zhou did not know.”

“He didn’t know?!” Sun Ce roared angrily. “You orchestrated it! Why did you send Lü Meng to Danyang?! You’re telling me you didn’t know?!”

“I was complicit in this,” Zhou Yu admitted. “I acted first and knowingly withheld my report. Zhugong, please convict me of my crimes. Behead me, so I won’t have to go through with this marriage.”

Zhou Yu’s response blindsided Sun Ce. Tearing away the red veil slung over his shoulder, Zhou Yu tossed it aside, turning and walking out.

“What are you doing?” Madame Sun just happened to be passing by in the corridor. “Are you two arguing again?”

Sun Ce’s face, heart, and entire posture were rigid with suppressed rage.

“Send some men out immediately! Bring Sun Quan back in chains!” Sun Ce roared.

By then it was too late. The Battle of Guandu had already concluded. Sun Quan and Cao Pi ambushed Wuchao with their army, and with Zhao Zilong’s help and assistance, Yuan Shao finally suffered a great defeat. His arrogance and underestimation of his enemy led to his downfall. The last scion of the Yuan family, which had produced proud officials for generations, fled toward Liaodong, seeking shelter with Gongsun Zan.

Cao Cao celebrated a major victory and gained Ji Province, Sikang, Chang’an, Yu Province, and the surrounding regions.

Sun Ce gained the Wu Commandery, Jiao Province, and Yi Province.

Liu Biao took up residence in Jing Province. One of the Yi Provinces fell to Liu Zhang. The curtains finally fell on the years of military chaos that raged across the Central Plains, thanks to the great Battle of Guandu.

 

***

 

That night, Zhou Yu stood in front of the map on the wall, still in his wedding robes, as he addressed a group. 

“As of now, the northern regions have been portioned out, thanks to the letter of reconciliation Cao Cao sent along with his wedding gifts. The lands we gained are already split between us, with the river as the boundary. Our great enemies, the brothers Yuan Shu and Yuan Shao, have passed on. Tao Qian was also defeated.”

“Cao Cao fought a battle so great his vitality was spent,” Lu Su said. “For the next ten years, he should remain peaceful. Congratulations to Zhugong.”

“Congratulations to Zhugong,” Zhang Zhao added, smiling.

“Congratulations to Zhugong and Governor Zhou,” Zhang Hong echoed.

Zhou Yu’s gamble on Cao Cao’s victory delivered them a great reward—of the Wu troops who ambushed Yuan Shao’s rear, a thousand came from Danyang and two thousand from Shouchun. Only three thousand men were required to change the entire course of the battle. Cao Cao sent a special messenger bearing great gifts, as well as his congratulations on Sun Ce’s and Zhou Yu’s nuptials.

Sun Ce’s expression still held some contempt; only after the advisors sensibly changed the topic did it soften.

“Zhugong anticipated the enemy’s movements and acted first.” Zhu Zhi smiled.

“Now you are free to deal with Jing Province,” Zhou Yu suggested. He knew attacking Jing Province was a priority for Sun Ce. Ever since they began to reside in Wu County, Sun Ce had constantly brought up avenging his father.

“As the new year arrives, I suggest sending troops to Jing Province,” Lu Su said. “Cao Cao’s side seems to favor a marriage alliance…”

“No way,” Sun Ce said. “I would never marry a daughter of mine off to the Cao family.”

Zhou Yu glanced meaningfully at Lu Su, and Lu Su didn’t insist. “Then I will reject their offer immediately,” he replied.

Lu Su rose, bade farewell to Sun Ce, and left.

Lu Su was always concise and efficient, and he would immediately do what needed to be done if he was ever rebuffed. Zhou Yu admittedly did not possess such a talent, and even if he agreed now, he would end up turning around, trying to find a way to persuade Sun Ce.

Sun Ce’s youngest sister, Sun Shangxiang, still lived in Changsha. If both sides were willing, the next time Cao Pi came, it would be a good opportunity to bring Sun Shangxiang over so the two could meet. But this was an internal affair of the Sun family, so it was not Zhou Yu’s place to voice his opinion.

The advisors shared a few more congratulations before determining that next year they would dispatch the army and navy simultaneously to open war on Liu Biao. Then they dispersed. 

Zhou Yu tidied up the remaining documents and rose to leave, but Sun Ce spoke before he could. “Stop right there.”

Zhou Yu looked at him.

“When did things get to this point?” Sun Ce didn’t look back at Zhou Yu, staring off instead in a different direction.

Zhou Yu slowly let out a breath. “It was my fault.”

“Someone said, correctly,” Sun Ce replied, “that you and I are both suited to be a zhugong.”

When Zhou Yu heard these words, he couldn’t help his expression changing. He thought to himself, And who exactly is trying to stir up enmity between the two of us? 

But before he could consider it at length, Sun Ce continued, “You aren’t satisfied with my plans, nor am I with yours. You consider more variables than me, and you see things more clearly than I do. That is true.”

Zhou Yu thought, You’re too obstinate. There isn’t always a clear answer in who is right or who is wrong. But he didn’t voice that thought.

“I don’t want to be a zhugong,” Zhou Yu said, “nor do I have the skill to do so.”

“They all say that you can be persuaded by others, but I cannot,” Sun Ce said, finally looking at Zhou Yu. “In these past few days, I’ve thought about it. I am not zhugong material. I am a talented general, fit for leading men and fighting battles. I’m not fit to lead a city. Why don’t we switch positions?”

Zhou Yu was taken aback, and he thrust down the documents, quickly sinking onto his knees in front of Sun Ce.

“This subject does not dare…” Zhou Yu said, his voice trembling. “If Zhugong puts it that way, there is nothing left for this subject but death…”

No matter if these words were a test or his actual opinion, the consequences of a vassal overstepping his authority to such an extent would be extremely severe.

Zhou Yu didn’t dare utter a complete sentence. Countless thoughts flashed through his mind. In the end, he simply muttered, “Bofu…”

Zhou Yu’s eyes stung with grief as he clamped down on the bitter pain in his heart. It felt like an invisible connection between the two of them had been severed with a sword.

Was it back when Sun Ce was clad all in white, or did it happen when that young man, after sending his father off, walked along the damp mountain path, his expression cold and reserved?

“You told me to serve you,” Zhou Yu said. “What you said at the foot of the Hangu Pass, I still remember.

“I don’t know what happened,” he continued, his voice wavering. “I thought you wanted me to help you do what you could not and help you fix what you did not do well…and from time to time, that meant that I would overstep my authority and take matters into my own hands, based on my judgment. I hoped the promise you and I made back then would hold.”

Sun Ce watched Zhou Yu, suddenly feeling self-conscious.

Sun Ce asked, “Even you can cry?”

Zhou Yu watched his own shadow kneeling on the ground.

“It was my fault,” Sun Ce said. “Come, rise.”

Sun Ce helped lift him, and Zhou Yu rose to his feet.

Sun Ce began to smile. “I thought you would admonish me sternly and scold me for a while—”

“Spare me.” Zhou Yu only felt that in this moment, his heart was tired beyond belief. “I don’t know how to satisfy you.

“I don’t know what I should say to you,” Zhou Yu said, his gaze habitually flicking to Sun Ce as he spoke. His words were clogged in his throat, but he could not hold them back any longer, and they all came pouring out. “Ever since we fought our way into the Wu Commandery, I feel like everything I say angers you, and everything I do is wrong.”

“It was my fault,” Sun Ce said. “Forget it. I’ve been on edge recently. Go, come back in a bit with some wine and keep me company as we drink. How’s that sound?”

Zhou Yu nodded but didn’t dare say any more and immediately exited the hall. 

After he left, he quickly tracked down Lu Su. “When I was not around, who was closest to Zhugong?”

“What did he reprimand you for?” Lu Su asked.

Zhou Yu sucked in a deep breath, uncertain. 

“He never suspected you,” Lu Su said. “Relax. He reminisced about you every day you were not here.”

Zhou Yu related Sun Ce’s words to him. 

“Zhang Zhao is an old fox, so it’s impossible he would say anything so careless,” Lu Su replied. “The rest know you two are really close, so they would never interfere and get between you two. This has been an eventful year, and half of the people in this manor support you. There’s no way such a thing would happen.

“I would guess he heard ‘someone’ say something along those lines he more or less agrees with. If you are unable to let it go, ask him.”

 

***

 

Later in the night, when Zhou Yu returned, he heard a voice traveling into the hallway; Madame Sun was scolding Sun Ce.

“Why won’t you listen to what Gongjin says?” Madame Sun said. “Your dad said so too—the Sun family’s affairs are everyone’s affairs. If Shangxiang can be married to seal an alliance, naturally she will be willing to do so.”

“Stop talking about it, Mom!” Sun Ce said, irritated. “Do you still need to scold just as I’m about to get married?”

Madame Sun continued reprimanding her son, but Zhou Yu stopped listening, turned away, and left. Sun Ce spent the entire night being nagged by his mother while Zhou Yu waited under the eaves of the corridor. When he could no longer keep his eyes open, he fell asleep. Eventually, Sun Ce found him and brought him inside, tucking a blanket in around him.

 

***

 

The first snow did not fall until the last month of the year, as Zhou Yu and Sun Ce’s wedding day approached. Qiao Xuan’s daughters were staying in the city, finalizing the preparations needed for the ceremonies.

Sun Ce squatted in the main seat of the hall while Zhou Yu and the man in charge of planning reviewed the wedding itinerary. Sun Ce was in a good mood today, and he teased Zhou Yu. 

“How about we leave our new wives to themselves and get on with each other in the bridal chamber first?”

Zhou Yu recalled Sun Ce’s words that day in the hot springs, and he couldn’t stop his face glowing bright red.

“Don’t you need a lesson first?” Sun Ce said. “Come over, come sit here. Gege will teach you what to do inside the bridal chamber.”

Zhou Yu shoved the booklet aside, scowling as he tried to find a suitable retort. 

Suddenly, a thought came to him. “The day we had that discussion, I thought about it until I fell asleep. Who, exactly, voiced such an impertinent idea?”

“What idea?” Sun Ce had forgotten long ago what he was speaking about.

“What you’re suited for, what I’m suited for, and so on.”

Sun Ce smiled. “Xu Gong. Do you still remember?”

Zhou Yu froze, startled.

Sun Ce ordered a servant to retrieve some documents and tossed them onto the table once they arrived. 

“Xu Gong secretly sent these to the imperial court. He reported to the emperor that I was cruel, tyrannical, and unsuited to act as the lord of the region. Additionally, that your governance of the Wu Commandery was superior to mine.”

Zhou Yu’s heart thumped. Xu Gong’s tactics were absolutely ruthless, basically akin to cutting Sun Ce’s feet out from under him. As for these secret missives he sent to the imperial court, whose clutches would they fall into? No doubt, it would be Cao Cao, who had installed the current emperor as his puppet while he pulled the strings. This letter could allow him to strip Sun Ce of his command and install Zhou Yu as the governor of the Wu Commandery.

After all, Sun Ce shut the door in Cao Pi’s face. Cao Cao probably considered their families to be at odds. Rather than letting things stew until they came to a boiling point, why not act early and pluck the trouble out at its root instead?

“Where’s Xu Gong?” Zhou Yu asked.

“I was just about to try to find a reason to execute him. Have the guards bring him in.”

“You mustn’t,” Zhou Yu said. “If you arbitrarily kill a prefect of the imperial court and they open an investigation, it will never end. You should spare his life.”

“I knew you would say that,” Sun Ce sighed.

Sun Ce fell silent. Zhou Yu’s heart wavered—Xu Gong had escaped with his life thanks to Zhou Yu not allowing Sun Ce to sacrifice him when they took the Wu Commandery. And now Xu Gong reported to the imperial court and had attempted to incite enmity between them. If he were successful and Cao Cao had the emperor issue an edict, it would no longer be resolvable with a sentence or two.

“It’s not too late to view this situation with clear eyes,” Sun Ce said. “Should we kill him or not?”

“It’s a celebratory day,” Zhou Yu said. “Spare him. Pardon him. Banish him to Jiao Province.”

The corners of Sun Ce’s mouth quirked up slightly, and he laughed coldly.

“Bring Xu Gong in,” Sun Ce ordered.

When Zhou Yu saw Sun Ce’s expression, he felt a sense of foreboding. Xu Gong’s face was the ashen color of dry dirt as he was tossed at their feet. He was dressed in prisoner’s clothes, and his entire body quivered.

“Zhugong,” Zhou Yu said, “listen to a word of advice from me, okay?”

Sun Ce ignored him. “Xu Gong, did you write this letter?”

Xu Gong prostrated himself, voice trembling. “Zhugong, please spare me…spare me…”

“You command countless capable people,” Sun Ce mocked. “All of you and your petty tricks are exposed, and seventeen of my guardsmen died to obtain this letter of yours.”

Zhou Yu shuddered. 

“If I spare your life, who will make up for the lives of my guards?!” Sun Ce raged. “Drag him outside and execute him!”

Xu Gong loosed a loud, pitiful wail, and Zhou Yu’s voice sharpened. “Zhugong!”

Sun Ce lifted a hand. Evidently his obstinacy was rearing its head again, and he would listen to no one. Zhou Yu could only watch as Xu Gong was forcefully escorted out.

“Speak.” Sun Ce raised an eyebrow, sending a smile Zhou Yu’s way.

“Tonight is supposed to be a joyous one,” Zhou Yu insisted. “You mustn’t do this. Killing someone is inauspicious, Zhugong! Xu Gong is an official of the imperial court with numerous supporters. Though death is too good for his crimes, the regions of Kuaiji and Yuhang are not yet peaceful, and there may be rebellions in the coming days. Why not deal with those one by one first, and leave him for last—”

A muffled sound came from outside. Xu Gong’s wails and Zhou Yu’s persuasion simultaneously came to an abrupt stop.

Zhou Yu cupped his hands and bade Sun Ce farewell.

 

***

 

At twilight, the wedding preparations were complete, and all their gifts received. Wu County glowed with lamplight, and the entire city was scattered with flower lanterns to celebrate that the master of the city, Sun Ce, and Governor Zhou Yu were to be married. The two grooms, in their wedding robes of black and red, did not chat while they walked through the long corridor lined with revolving flower lanterns. They strode forth, shoulder to shoulder, as they entered the hall.

Everything seemed surreal as though a bright, colorful dream. Light shone on Zhou Yu’s face, his emotions a swirling kaleidoscope of his countless feelings from his past, present, and future. 

Sun Ce smiled as he waved toward the gathered advisors, and he called out, “Thanks for the congratulations” again and again. Lu Su followed, escorting them into the hall where the ceremony was to take place.

“I once thought I would never take a wife or have children,” Zhou Yu said.

“Don’t speak nonsense,” Sun Ce said self-assuredly.

Zhou Yu continued, “When I was small, the mute abbot on Mount Gu told me I was not destined to have a family, only a career. When I thought about it later, I figured I might as well serve you for a lifetime, and when I was of no more use to you, I would return to Mount Gu, to guard that temple. Every time the morning bells rang and the evening drums struck, I would wait for you to come up, to drink tea.”

Sun Ce’s expression bent awkwardly. 

“But since you arranged this marriage for me…” Zhou Yu let his words trail off. They stood in the hall, awaiting their brides. Zhou Yu casually straightened Sun Ce’s wedding robes for him before crouching with one knee to the ground so he could fix the ties of Sun Ce’s boots. “…I might need to take advantage of your luck and get married now as well.”

“Gongjin,” Sun Ce said. “You say I’m like a child, but look at yourself. You’re the one who hasn’t grown up. What man doesn’t get married?”

Zhou Yu smiled. “Once you’re married, you’d better be a little more dignified. Listen to what your wife says; never treat Da Qiao like you treat me. Don’t be so rash. Rein in your desires.”

Sun Ce seemed to be biting back words, a multitude of emotions washing over his face. Under the harsh red light of the lamps, melancholy, sorrow, and regret came and went. He frowned as he watched Zhou Yu step back, and he reached out, but Zhou Yu dodged his hands, expressionless.

“Gongjin,” Sun Ce pleaded.

The doors to the hall slid open.

The women of the family crowded around Da Qiao and Xiao Qiao as they entered, while Madame Zhou and Lady Wu took the high seats.

Sun Ce and Zhou Yu looked at the doorway at the same time.

Sun Ce stood tall and valiant like a tree withstanding a bitter storm, while Zhou Yu was distinguished and elegant beyond compare. Sun Ce’s handsomeness was the vast, clear sky, with the wild spirit of a hawk, Zhou Yu an evergreen towering high above the earth, steady as a mountain.
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“Welcome in the brides,” the master of ceremonies instructed.

Sun Ce and Zhou Yu stepped forward at the same time and reached out their hands, taking Da Qiao and Xiao Qiao, respectively, and leading them into the hall. The commotion outside continued, and Lu Su and Zhang Zhao handed out wedding pastries and colorful envelopes to the women. Everyone in the estate crowded outside for some time.

“Pay thy respects to thy ancestors.”

The pair of grooms and brides knelt at the same time, prostrating themselves to pay their respects to the two mothers.

“Drink from the nuptial cup. The ceremony has concluded.”

 

***

 

That night, a once-in-a-millennium snowstorm stifled the world, the heavy snow quietly whispering as it fell through the sky. Late in the night, the red lanterns were extinguished, and the sound of a qin drifted amid the muffling snowflakes.

The melody of the qin was sweeping in its scope, as if it were depicting a huge painting flowing across the mountains, across the vast land itself.

After Sun Ce consummated his marriage he sat in the room, drinking the soup his mother had a servant deliver.

The music of the qin drifted on the wind, as if bidding farewell. It gradually blew away into the endless sea and the vast sky.

After struggling with his hesitation, Sun Ce rose, only for Da Qiao to ask, “What’s wrong?”

Sun Ce paused for a moment. “Should I check if the soup was sent there as well?”

Da Qiao smiled. “It’s been sent. Go, tell him whatever you want to say. Looks like the two of you can’t be separated, even for a moment.”

“Oh well, it’s fine,” Sun Ce replied. “We spent all our time together every day before the ceremony. I’ll leave him alone for now. Let’s sleep.”

 

***

 

“Zhou-lang?” Xiao Qiao asked gently.

Zhou Yu covered the qin. “Are you willing to come with me to Danyang?” he asked, turning back to her.

Xiao Qiao smiled before replying. “I married you; of course I shall go.”

“Your father and sister…”

“Danyang is not far from here,” Xiao Qiao replied.

Xiao Qiao’s voice was pleasant, like a clear spring burbling on a quiet night, melting the snow and ice in Zhou Yu’s heart.

 

***

 

The next morning birds would not stop singing, and the winter plum blossoms were buried under a thick layer of snow.

Xiao Qiao and Da Qiao went to see their aunt. Sun Quan was still away, so only Sun Shangxiang was available to accept the gifts on behalf of the wives and their kowtows to the ancestors.

While they ate breakfast, Zhou Yu spoke. “In a few days, I will return to Danyang.”

Sun Ce froze, the chopsticks in his hand hovering in the air.

“I have been worried,” Zhou Yu said, “since Sun Quan left Lü Meng behind.”

“But I wanted your opinion when I set out to Jing Province. Can’t you leave in a few months instead?”

The atmosphere stiffened. Zhou Yu looked between their two mothers, as if he wanted their opinions. 

“I’ll remain in Wu County for now,” Madame Zhou volunteered. “I won’t disturb you two newlyweds just yet, and I can enjoy spending time with Madame Sun.”

Zhou Yu nodded. Sun Ce’s expression darkened. “Then go,” he said.

Sun Quan returned before Zhou Yu could leave. Though he’d traveled at top speed and had finally arrived, he’d missed the ceremony. Sun Ce’s anger bore down upon him like a thunderstorm, and he ordered Sun Quan to kneel in the courtyard in the falling snow as a punishment.

Zhou Yu had the servants pack his things and changed into his official’s robes before walking out. When he passed the courtyard, he glanced at Sun Quan, who was buried in snow.

Sun Quan now knew to be deferential in front of his own brother, and he seemed to be in a faraway place in his head, finally looking up to see Zhou Yu after he waited a few minutes.

Zhou Yu smiled. “You’ve caused me great harm.”

“Cao Pi’s dad said…” Sun Quan replied, “sometime in the future, he’ll invite you to have a drink with him.”

Zhou Yu waved his hand dismissively. “I’ll reject that invitation; I don’t dare drink his wine.”

Sun Quan slowly smiled. 

“I came to see your saozi,7 so I’m leaving now, back to Danyang,” Zhou Yu said. “Obey your brother; don’t anger him again.”

Sun Quan rose and bade his goodbye to Xiao Qiao before Zhou Yu led his men away from Wu County. When they returned to Danyang, Lü Meng informed him of the latest developments in the city, and after exchanging farewells, Zhou Yu reminded him to speak and act cautiously around Sun Ce.

Once he settled in, Zhou Yu suddenly felt as if he’d finally released a breath he’d been holding for months. No one was supervising him; no one cared what he did. He spent every day plucking his qin and reading. Though Xiao Qiao was a daughter of an aristocratic family, she kept the matters of the household in excellent order.

 

***

 

Winter ended and spring arrived. The weather was normal, no rebellions or wars raged, and everything carried on as if a lifetime had passed since that disastrous year. Though Wu County was near Danyang, news traveled so slowly, it seemed as if they were thousands of miles apart. Under Zhou Yu’s governance, Danyang’s grain storage grew methodically.

Scholars often visited, so Zhou Yu began organizing so-called “banquets of words” twice a month, where he and the scholars would discuss worldly affairs. He began to slowly practice the medical skills he’d abandoned for many years.

The only thing he still worried about was the campaign against Jing Province. If they were able to conquer Jing Province, Cao Cao and Sun Ce would each rule over one side of the river. Without either of them realizing, the lofty ambitions Zhou Yu and Sun Ce dreamed of were already almost halfway to becoming reality.



Chapter 9:
Grievous Wound

 

AFTER THE NEW YEAR, word arrived from Wu County that Da Qiao was expecting. Obviously, Xiao Qiao was delighted. 

“Do you want to go back for a visit?” Zhou Yu asked.

“In a few days,” she replied. “Don’t you still have things to do?”

Zhou Yu was currently attempting via a letter to settle differences with Kuaiji and win the support of the great clans in the south of the Wu region. He was on the verge of a breakthrough, and when the time came for Sun Ce to set out, gaining their cooperation would be helpful. A visit from the aristocratic clans of Kuaiji was already arranged, so it was not possible for Zhou Yu to leave anytime soon.

“What if some of my men escort you?” Zhou Yu asked.

“I’ll wait for you to come with me,” Xiao Qiao replied.

Along with his letter, Sun Ce also sent a box. When Xiao Qiao opened it, she was only further confused about its purpose, having found just a bundle of thread inside.

“What does this mean?” Xiao Qiao asked, chuckling.

Zhou Yu said nothing for a moment. “Let’s put it away,” he replied.

“Isn’t this the string children fly kites with?” Xiao Qiao added.

“What it means is that I’m the kite hanging in the hall. He holds my string,” he explained. “If he tells me to return, then I will return.”

Xiao Qiao laughed before putting the string away. Zhou Yu sighed, then started on a return letter to Sun Ce. He didn’t write a single word; he drew a picture of two children standing on a bamboo raft, flying a kite. It filled the entire sheet of paper.

 

***

 

In the sixth month, Xiao Qiao found she was pregnant as well. Zhou Yu was overjoyed, and he immediately penned a letter. Lu Su appeared in a few days to step over his threshold.

“Let me tell you of the joyous tidings,” Lu Su said, mock seriously. “Before that, Xiao Qiao is pregnant as well, is that right?”

Zhou Yu nodded in confirmation. Lu Su continued, “Your mother and old Madame Sun already agreed if the children are a boy and a girl, they’ll be promised to each other.”

“What if they’re two boys?” Zhou Yu asked.

“Naturally, they’ll be like you and Bofu,” Lu Su said.

Zhou Yu smiled. “That may not be an easy life.”

Lu Su chuckled openly, then grew serious. “He’s preparing to leave for Jing Province.”

“He shouldn’t go now,” Zhou Yu said. “I believe there will be severe flooding this year. If the waters of the Changjiang rise, he won’t be able to make it back.”

“Everyone already agreed to this last year,” Lu Su replied.

“Just look at the rain now,” Zhou Yu pointed out. “It’s endless.”

The eaves were constantly dripping with water after several days of heavy rain, and still the raindrops ceaselessly pattered on the roof.

“If it really starts to pour, Jing Province will find out soon,” he added.
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“Liu Biao has grown old,” Lu Su said, “and those two sons of his are no better than dogs or pigs. If we don’t take this opportunity, we may as well be offering it up to Cao Cao.”

“That is true,” Zhou Yu replied earnestly. “Though only if you are able to conquer it.”

Lu Su and Zhou Yu stared at each other silently for a long time before Lu Su spoke. “Write a letter to him. No one else can persuade him otherwise, never mind this has already been agreed upon.”

“I was just about to do so,” Zhou Yu replied.

“You’ll be a father,” Lu Su said, “so you must know what you should and shouldn’t say.”

Zhou Yu nodded and wrote his letter.

Sun Ce’s reply was unexpectedly simple this time. He merely told him not to worry about it, and that when the time came, all he would need to do was take good care of the home front.

Zhou Yu read the letter multiple times but still didn’t understand it, so he set out for Wu County for an explanation. He found Sun Ce and a group of his advisors gathered around a map, studying the direction from which they would attack Jing Province.

“You’ve come,” Sun Ce said, smiling.

After almost a half year apart from him, Sun Ce seemed much more mature, as if he’d gained the stability of a mature man. He was no longer the carefree youth from before. A hint of stubble showed along the corners of his mouth, and he nodded at Zhou Yu.

“Summer this year may bring torrential rains with it. If the Changjiang floods…” Zhou Yu started.

Sun Ce waved a hand in reply. “There’s no need to worry. I was just about to send for you, anyway.”

Zhou Yu took a seat. Lü Meng glanced meaningfully at him, indicating he should remain quiet.

Sun Ce put down the map. “When I set out, the home front will fall on your shoulders. Our mothers will look after Xiao Qiao and Da Qiao here, so you will take charge of Wu County, Danyang, and the surrounding cities. You must ensure there is an adequate supply of grain to accommodate the people’s needs.”

Zhou Yu did not argue. He simply nodded.

“Who will lead the navy?” he asked.

“Zhang Zhao, Zhu Zhi, and Lu Su,” Sun Ce said. “If the situation on the front line changes, it will be your duty to lead the reinforcements. I don’t dare leave Wu County under the governance of anyone else, so for now, Sun Quan will be in charge, with Lü Meng as his deputy. Every change must be sent to Danyang and approved by you first.”

“I hear and obey,” the group of commanders said.

“I hear and obey,” Zhou Yu echoed.

There was no room for dispute. Sun Ce had summoned him here to give him orders, not to solicit his opinion. The current Sun Ce was not the Sun Ce of before, just as Zhou Yu was not the same person any longer.

“You have to get used to it,” Lu Su said to Zhou Yu after the meeting, as if sensing his thoughts.

“You must be careful,” Zhou Yu said. “This will be a difficult battle. Though we may dominate in terms of numbers, danger often appears when victory seems to be at hand.”

“I know,” Lu Su replied, “but this battle must be fought sooner or later. Zhang Zhao suggested we first ask your opinion, but Zhugong announced right in front of them all that you don’t have the ambition and would definitely argue against engaging.”

Zhou Yu sighed. “When have I not wished to send our troops sooner rather than later? We still have ten years to accomplish taking Jing Province. If we win this battle, Cao Cao may feel forced to confront us. Plus, the situation in Wu Commandery right now is uncertain… I’ll stop talking. I’m leaving.”

Zhang Zhao approached them along the corridor, so Zhou Yu and Lu Su straightened, greeting him properly. Zhang Zhao returned the gesture in kind.

“Zibu-xiong,” Zhou Yu said.

Lu Su glanced at him several times, but Zhou Yu pretended not to notice. He and Zhang Zhao exchanged a few pleasantries before Zhou Yu broached the topic he really wanted to touch on. “Is there no room to argue against this battle?”

Zhang Zhao considered this for a moment. “We don’t have the right to argue,” he replied helplessly.

“I have one thing to ask of you,” Zhou Yu said. “Zibu-xiong, if you could say these words in front of Zhugong. For my sake.”

Zhang Zhao fell silent for a long time before finally nodding.

 

***

 

Zhou Yu’s horse was not even properly rested, as he needed to return to Danyang the same day. But just as he crossed through the city gates, a steed raced up beside him. Zhou Yu turned to look—Sun Ce had caught up to him.

A light, misty rain drifted from the sky. They galloped, shoulder to shoulder, and Zhou Yu did not slow even momentarily as he raced forward along the main road.

“Hey!” Sun Ce shouted, smiling.

Against the rain, Zhou Yu glanced back.

“Are you cursing my campaign to be unsuccessful?” Sun Ce called. “Gongjin!”

“I’m not!” Zhou Yu said, reining in his horse. 

Sun Ce continued, “You haven’t even wished for me to gain victory the moment my banner is raised!”

“I wish that Zhugong shall gain victory as soon as his banner is raised!” Zhou Yu declared loudly. “That every step be solid, and that you advance cautiously and prudently!”

Sun Ce chuckled, coming to a stop in the rain. Zhou Yu turned his horse, expression severe as his eyes set upon Sun Ce.

“You’re still the same,” Sun Ce observed, smiling. “Nagging as endlessly as this rain, fussing needlessly. Can’t you be happier?”

Zhou Yu nodded. “I hope you return victorious and do not advance recklessly.”

“Oh well! I got one auspicious sentence out of you, so I’ll leave!”

Sun Ce vanished into the rain. Zhou Yu watched the spot his silhouette disappeared into for a long time, drenching himself in rain for two hours. He couldn’t find it in his heart to set off that night.

 

***

 

Zhou Yu ended up returning to Danyang several days later. Sun Ce set off to Jing Province, leading a hundred thousand naval troops, four hundred thousand cavalry, and a hundred thousand foot soldiers. The military reports flooded back, all delivered directly to Zhou Yu’s estate. Zhou Yu would first make comments before handing them over to Wu County to carry out the orders within. Four rounds of couriers sped back and forth between the two locations to deliver the messages.

Zhou Yu knew this battle was incredibly important and could even affect the entire world. He would stay awake for two or three days at a time, leaving him sick with an incessant cough.

Late one night, Zhou Yu’s head spun as he read reports. He coughed repeatedly, and Xiao Qiao came over, draping an outer robe over him and patting him on the back.

“Zhou-lang, how long has it been since you last slept?” Xiao Qiao asked, frowning. “If you continue like this, you’ll collapse of illness long before Sun-lang returns victorious.”

“It’s all right,” Zhou Yu said, letting out a few more hacking coughs before drinking some medicine. “I’ll sleep as soon as I’ve finished reading the military reports. This cough is just left over from an old illness. Once this battle has concluded, I will spend a few months recovering, and it will stop.”

 

***

 

The weather gradually cooled, and a few more bouts of rain fell. 

“I heard the envoy say the upper regions of the Changjiang have flooded,” Xiao Qiao said.

Zhou Yu murmured in acknowledgment, frowning deeply. “I’m afraid he may return without accomplishing anything.”

However, in a way, that was the better alternative; Sun Ce finding himself stuck in Jing Province would be far worse. Zhou Yu’s thoughts returned to the last time Sun Jian had ever advanced his troops, and he feared the son would fall into the same predicament as the father. But three days later, Fei Yu brought a military report, flying in and landing directly on his desk.

The situation was more dire than Zhou Yu imagined—the Changjiang had overflowed, and floods roared down out of the mountains. The roads were laden in mud, the passes almost impossible to traverse. 

Outside of Jiangling, Sun Ce suffered the most crushing defeat of his life. Cai Mao’s naval troops fought against Lu Su amid rapidly rising waters, only to be locked into a stalemate. A rockslide hit one of the battles, trapping Sun Ce’s foot soldiers and cavalry.

Zhou Yu immediately left for Wu County, sending Lü Meng with reinforcements. But the waters continued to swell, and in the end, Sun Ce was forced to retreat.

Da Qiao and Xiao Qiao were both due any day now. Sun Ce, bested by the unconquerable elements, led his routed army back to Wu County.

The day he withdrew, lightning split the skies, and a torrential rain drummed on the soldiers’ heads. He refused to see anyone upon his return, and all of his advisors were given the cold shoulder.

Zhou Yu, soaking wet, stood outside the door and knocked three times.

“Want to come out and drink some wine?” Zhou Yu asked.

There was no reply. 

“Victory and defeat go hand in hand with military families,” Zhou Yu continued. “Why are you unable to see that, even now?”

Sun Ce, voice tinged with cold reserve and muffled through the door, replied, “So before we even set out, Protector Zhou knew this battle would result in defeat?”

All the advisors were on edge; they knew Sun Ce, as frustrated and dejected as he was, might very well whet his blade with someone’s blood, but they never thought that person would be Zhou Yu, who was the least likely to ever be punished. Zhou Yu, however, seemed relaxed, as if he’d always known this punishment would land on his shoulders. He gestured, and the advisors dispersed.

Zhou Yu knelt alone in the rain solemnly. “I heard when Yuan Shao gathered his troops to fight for Guandu, the only person who stood in his way, to stop him from going to battle with Cao Cao, was his closest advisor, Tian Feng.”

The man behind the door remained silent.

The heavy rain continued to pour. Droplets trickled down Zhou Yu’s unbound hair and into his sopping wet official’s robes as he knelt in the rain.

“As a result, before Yuan Shao set off on his campaign,” Zhou Yu continued, “he threw Tian Feng into prison, telling him to wait until he returned victorious.

“When the news of his defeat arrived from the front lines, the prison guard congratulated Tian Feng on his foresight, informing him his zhugong was indeed defeated. Surely when his zhugong returned, he would definitely treat him better than before, but Tian Feng wept loudly instead. He said: My life is forfeit! You think that Zhugong’s personality will allow him to spare my life after he returns defeated?

“‘Should Zhugong have returned victorious, he would have invited me out of my prison cell, scoffed at my error, then allowed me to serve him as I always have. Now that he’s been bitterly defeated, he will kill me immediately upon his return.’”

Zhou Yu blinked away the water that blurred his vision. “I admitted defeat before the war was even fought. If I am executed for that, I will not mind.

“But Zhugong must not copy Yuan Shao’s actions,” Zhou Yu said. “Only by listening to the advice of others can you minimize your defeats. I am very happy Zhugong lost. The Hegemon of Chu, Xiang Yu, never tasted defeat in his entire life. The day he was defeated was the day he perished. The Battle of Jing Province may have turned out to be a losing proposition, but consider Zhugong has now gained the chance to catch a breath and reorganize his plans. The battle across the river with Cao Cao can be delayed at least ten years, until a strategy is secured.

“This is a good thing,” Zhou Yu said, gasping and shivering, as the rain soaked into his skin and ran down his spine. “If Zhugong hates me, then grant me death. When my child is born, I will leave them to Zhugong to raise. The Zhou family has descendants. As long as Sun Bofu’s hands are the ones that take this life of Zhou Gongjin’s, any death will do. Whenever you decide to take it, feel free.

“As long as you are happy,” Zhou Yu finished.

Worry and exhaustion devoured his mind. Burdensome paperwork had worn down his nerves, and he’d exhausted himself staying awake for days at a time, so kneeling amid the torrential downpour on this night pushed him to his breaking point. He’d been injured when they’d bidden farewell under the Hangu Pass, and he journeyed while ill when he left Shu County for Shouchun.

It seemed fated for his health to suffer for Sun Ce, and Zhou Yu’s body was unable to stave off the illness any longer. He coughed violently, struggling for air, sounding as if he would die right then and there in the courtyard. Hacking out a mouthful of blood that puddled on the ground, diluted by rain, he collapsed, unconscious.

Sun Ce finally threw open the door.

“Gongjin!” Sun Ce shouted, shocked. “Wake up!”

 

***

 

Days later, Zhou Yu awoke in Danyang. A renowned doctor was invited to watch over him, who’d wanted to keep Zhou Yu in Wu County as he recuperated. But Xiao Qiao was beset with worries over her husband’s condition and was also many months into her pregnancy. Da Qiao was afraid that too much anxiety combined with the rattling of a traveling carriage might induce a miscarriage should she travel to Wu County, and so she sent Zhou Yu back to Danyang.

“This illness isn’t severe on its own,” the doctor said, “but because your heart was affected, the effects will linger.”

Zhou Yu nodded. Not only was he trained in medicine, he knew his body’s condition most clearly. 

“You must take good care of yourself,” the doctor advised, “or you’ll find yourself laden with health issues after you turn forty.”

“Too many tasks fall upon Zhou-lang,” Xiao Qiao said. “You should return to Shu County to recuperate.”

“You must unburden your heart and avoid stifling your emotions, as that will wear away at your spirit,” the doctor added. “Involve yourself less in official business, and remember not to allow strong emotions, whether they be joy or grief, to overwhelm you.”

Zhou Yu acceded. The doctor checked Xiao Qiao’s pulse, predicted when she would likely go into labor, then packed up his medicine box and left. Zhou Yu was able to walk after a few more days of rest, but all he ended up doing was sitting dumbly in the hall, a robe draped around his shoulders. His qin sat silent as he stared blankly, lost in thought.

“What will our child be called?” Xiao Qiao asked.

“Let Mother pick a name,” Zhou Yu said. “Or you can ask Bofu.”

Xiao Qiao chuckled. “They already sent a missive asking if there are any suitable ones, so we can pick one out first.”

Zhou Yu let out an affirmative noise. “And how is Wu County?”

“After the last attempt at battle,” Xiao Qiao replied, “things have been quiet. Lu Zijing came by; they will not send out any more troops before the end of the year. Sun-lang was feeling cooped up, so he and his men went for a stroll to soothe their pent-up bodies. Mother said we’ll return after the children are born, so Da Qiao and I can spend the first month together as mothers.”

“All right,” Zhou Yu said.

 

***

 

Another autumn passed, and winter arrived, and as the snow melted, Sun Ce’s son was born. Zhou Yu picked his name, Sun Shao. Zhou Yu was also blessed with a wonderful son, and Sun Ce picked his name in return, Zhou Xun.

“A letter arrived from Wu County,” Xiao Qiao said. “Sun-lang is out hunting today, and he’s visiting us as well.”

“He’s going on a hunt again?” Zhou Yu replied. “He’s a father, yet he won’t stay home at peace.”

“How long should we prepare for him to stay?” Xiao Qiao asked.

“Let me take care of it. You’re still recovering, so rest. Don’t overexert yourself.”

The last time Sun Ce and Zhou Yu bade each other farewell was now over half a year ago. Zhou Yu felt uncertain and didn’t know where exactly to start preparing. In between coughs, he ordered servants to prepare a banquet and clean out the guest rooms in anticipation of Sun Ce’s arrival.

Zhou Yu’s mind wandered all day. Did Sun Ce have specific intentions for this visit? Their sons had been born, and their last argument was a stalemate, so had he decided it was time to reconcile? Perhaps…he was simply coming to see him.

Perhaps he missed him.

Zhou Yu plucked idly at the qin in the hall, his heart filling with an indescribable irritation. Eventually one of the strings snapped, and he didn’t bother fixing it. He coughed, the sound filling the empty hall, before falling asleep where he leaned against the table. 

He had a nightmare sometime around noon, which he jolted harshly out of, but he couldn’t remember what frightened him. He sat there, dizzy and sleepy, as the day stretched on.

The banquet sat waiting alongside him, but Sun Ce was still absent. Zhou Yu urged Xiao Qiao to eat without their guest while he stayed up to wait for him.

The weather was much colder, and a fine dusting of snow floated through the air. As the sky darkened, lamps were lit. The wine had been rewarmed three times, and the food was completely cold. It looked like Sun Ce was not coming. Zhou Yu was disheartened and couldn’t find the appetite to eat anything.

It wasn’t until the first watch that the sound of hooves reached his ears. Surprised into action, Zhou Yu straightened his long robe, rising swiftly to greet the visitor. Lamps shone down brightly onto the person who entered the estate, but he was an envoy, not Sun Ce.

“Reporting in—”

“Is he no longer coming?” Zhou Yu asked casually. “Oh well, no need to say more.”

Zhou Yu turned to go back inside, but the envoy, his breath fogging the air, hastily replied, “The general left the city today on a hunt, but on the way to Danyang, he was ambushed by assassins—”

Zhou Yu flinched, but just as he was turning, a sharp blade was drawn behind him, gleaming in the lamplight.

Shocked, Zhou Yu was almost too overwhelmed to avoid the assassin’s attack. His eyes locked onto the assassin’s, only to be pierced by a glare of killing intent. 

Zhou Yu shouted loudly, “Guards!”

He threw himself into the hall, sending a tea set flying. In a single motion, he overturned the table, the once-glorious banquet scattering to the floor. Gaining a moment to breathe, he withdrew the Chijun Sword and swiped it forward, sending the assassin retreating. The guards charged in from outside.

The hall was filled with chaos. The assassin couldn’t escape. 

“Don’t kill him!” Zhou Yu shouted. 

The assassin cackled maliciously. 

Zhou Yu commanded, “Tie him up.”

The assassin’s head dipped down. He was dead. Zhou Yu recoiled at first, then quickly checked on him, only to find the assassin had poisoned himself by biting a capsule hidden in a crack between two teeth. It was an instant death; there was no way to save him.

Who exactly was this person? Zhou Yu had never imagined anyone would hate him this much. He forced himself to focus and inspected the man’s weapon—an arrow. In the shifting light, he could see the coating, a blue sheen of poison, and panic struck his heart. If this had broken his skin, he would have died as soon as it touched his blood.

In the depths of the night, Zhou Yu’s heart began to pound furiously.

A real envoy arrived with a strikingly similar message: “My lord governor, General Sun encountered an assassination attempt when he left the city for a hunt and retreated to Wu County.”

The messenger produced a box, opening it with two hands. In it lay a broken arrow, the head tipped with blood.

“Where was he struck?” Zhou Yu asked, voice trembling. He felt like it was speaking without him, like he was outside his own body.

“On his face,” the messenger replied.

“How is he?”

“The wound is limited to his cheek, and it did not strike any vital points.”

Zhou Yu steadied himself, the weakness in his limbs forcing him to lean against the wall of the corridor. Xiao Qiao appeared, her face sheet white. Understandably, she was greatly shaken.

He sent the messenger back ahead of him, then went to his rooms to begin packing his things.

“It’s too dangerous,” Xiao Qiao protested. “Zhou-lang.”

“I must go see him,” he said, filling his bag, “otherwise I won’t be able to stop worrying.”

Xiao Qiao placed a hand on Zhou Yu’s bag. The two stared at each other for a long time. In the end, Xiao Qiao lifted her hand away. She could not persuade him otherwise. 

“Be careful on the way there,” she simply said.

Zhou Yu nodded. He brought two hundred men along with him from Danyang, and they hurried along the military road to Wu County in the dark of the night. Even their warhorses were exhausted by the pace. When they arrived at Wu County, Zhou Yu’s knees almost buckled under him.

Sun Quan and a group of advisors sat around the governor’s manor. When the servants announced Zhou Yu’s arrival, the discussion ceased.

“How is he?” Zhou Yu asked urgently. “Where’s the doctor?”

Sun Quan’s eyes were rimmed with red, and when Zhou Yu saw the entire hall fall into deathly silence, his heart turned to ash.

“Didn’t the arrow hit him on the face?” Zhou Yu asked, his voice trembling. “Is it that severe?”

“The arrow that struck the general was coated in a rust poison. It will spread into the blood, and it already has eaten away the wound,” a doctor who sat with them admitted. “Medicine can but halt its progression. There is no antidote.”

“Its spreading into the blood can be halted during winter, so his life is not in danger,” another doctor added. “My lord governor, please do not worry.”

After learning of the circumstances, Zhou Yu first went to the rear hall to greet his mother and Madame Sun. Da Qiao was in their company, crying so hard she could barely breathe. 

“Try to persuade him,” she pleaded in between sobs. “He…is at the point where he’s considering dying.”

“It’s just a facial wound,” Zhou Yu reassured her. “Nothing will happen. As long as he can come to terms with it, he’ll be all right.”

Da Qiao wailed. “All the mirrors in the room were removed because I’m afraid he won’t be able to make his peace with it.”

“Let me see,” Zhou Yu said quietly. “None of you make a sound.”

Da Qiao led Zhou Yu to Sun Ce’s room, and Zhou Yu peeked in through the window, only to see his body lying, unmoving, on the bed in that darkened room, his face concealed in bandages.

“I see,” Zhou Yu said to Da Qiao after he returned.

“He won’t let anyone see him,” Da Qiao said. “When I went to change his dressings, he wouldn’t let me…”

“I will take care of him,” Zhou Yu said.

Zhou Yu walked outside, ordering servants to bring a black cloth strip to him. He paused for a while in the corridor outside, mentally preparing, then covered his eyes with the cloth, walked to Sun Ce’s room, pushed the door open, and entered.

“Get out!” Sun Ce roared.

“It’s me.”

Zhou Yu fumbled around and closed the door, which squealed harshly as it shut.

Zhou Yu’s pallid face was washed by equally pale sunlight shining through the window. He smiled at Sun Ce with his eyes covered.

“You…”

“Me.”

Zhou Yu thought for a bit. “The qi flow in my liver is obstructed, and the whites of my eyes turned red,” he said. “The doctor prescribed me some medicine and told me to spend a few months recuperating.”

When he received no replied, he asked, “Bofu?”

Sun Ce did not speak. Zhou Yu felt along the furnishings in the room and slowly made his way over, finally finding Sun Ce’s hand among the bedsheets. Zhou Yu’s palm was ice-cold, and Sun Ce’s fingers warmed it as he slowly curled them up.

Zhou Yu knelt on the ground, body held straight as he felt for Sun Ce’s pulse point. Patches of the black cloth on his eyes darkened as it grew wet.

“Are you feverish?” Zhou Yu asked.

Sun Ce still did not reply, sitting like he was already dead. Zhou Yu propped himself against Sun Ce’s knees and rose to sit by his side, reaching a hand out to touch his forehead. Sun Ce released a long breath before leaning his weight against Zhou Yu’s shoulder. Zhou Yu stretched an arm out and wrapped it around him, both of them falling silent.

“Does it hurt?” Zhou Yu asked after a while.

Sun Ce was still for a long time before speaking. “I am sorry for you, Gongjin.”

“Who dressed this?” Zhou Yu asked. “It wasn’t done well.”

“I told the doctors to dress it,” Sun Ce said.

Sun Ce’s head and face were completely covered in bandages. The wound on his face still gaped open, and smothering it in bandages would only make it fester and rot. Washing it in clean water, applying medicine, and letting it stay open to the air would be a better method. It would heal quickly in the cold winter weather and would slow further decay.

“Undo them,” Zhou Yu suggested. “It’ll heal faster without bandages.”

Zhou Yu felt for the end of the bandages so he could unwind them. They were stuck to Sun Ce’s flesh, so he didn’t dare pull hard. Sun Ce reached out and stopped Zhou Yu’s hand, holding it very tightly.

Zhou Yu couldn’t see, so he stilled. He coughed a few times, his entire body trembling. 

“Does it hurt?” he asked again.

“It’s numb,” Sun Ce said. “This arrow was poisoned.”

“Let’s wash the wound and dress it. We will be very careful, and after it’s been disinfected, you can rest easy.”

Sun Ce didn’t speak further, so Zhou Yu slowly peeled off the bandages. When he touched the skin underneath, it was burning hot—it was still inflamed, and since the wound was infected, he was feverish. Zhou Yu went outside and ordered the servants to fetch a copper basin, burn charcoal within it, then fill it with freshly boiled water. When it was cool enough to handle, he personally cleaned Sun Ce’s wound.

After that, he mixed creat and other herbs with similar properties into medicine that would vivify the blood and speed the growth of flesh, as well as soothe inflammation and pain. Zhou Yu purposefully dedicated his time to this, as if he and Sun Ce had nothing else to do, as if the only task in the world was carefully cleansing Sun Ce’s wound, washing away the pus and blood.

This took a full day. Despite the chilly temperature, Zhou Yu was soaked in sweat by the end.

“It’s done,” Zhou Yu said.

“Bandage it again,” Sun Ce requested.

“It’ll heal faster if it’s exposed,” Zhou Yu replied.

Sun Ce did not insist. Zhou Yu had a servant bring watered-down congee, and he carefully blew on it until it was cool enough to feed to Sun Ce. The cheek was delicate and sensitive skin, and the movement of eating and drinking would disturb the wound, so Zhou Yu had a reed straw brought to them. Sun Ce slowly drank the rice gruel through it.

“I’ll go eat dinner,” Zhou Yu said.

He carried the water basin out. When he arrived in the hall, he untied the cloth covering his eyes and looked. Blood and pus dirtied the water, which reflected his face back at him. The pungent medicine irritated his eyes with its scent and smoke and forced his eyes to well with tears he could not stop.

When he returned to the main hall, Lady Wu, Madame Zhou, Sun Quan, and Da Qiao all sat at one table, waiting for him. He crammed a few things into his mouth, suddenly starving after the difficult day, and swallowed. 

“He will get better,” he announced.

Everyone let out a sigh of relief. After Zhou Yu finished eating, he prepared to return to Sun Ce, but Da Qiao raced after him. “Gongjin.”

Zhou Yu sighed to himself before turning back. “Don’t think about the future now. We need to pass the hurdle at hand first.”

Sun Ce was lying on the bed, and when Zhou Yu returned, blindfolded once again, he undid his belt and removed his outer robes before reaching out to touch Sun Ce’s forehead.

Only wrapped in white inner robes as he scooted forward, Zhou Yu used his lips’ sensitivity to test the temperature of Sun Ce’s forehead.

“Are you full?” Sun Ce asked.

“Don’t speak,” Zhou Yu said. “You’ll disturb the wound. Why don’t you sleep?”

“This face of mine will never heal. I’ll be a monster. If you see it, even you’ll leave.”

“Even if you became a monster,” Zhou Yu said, “I would still happily keep you company, as long as you do not mind.”

The corners of Sun Ce’s mouth quirked upward, and he barked out a sound that seemed like a laugh but was not.

Zhou Yu leaned against the bed, and with his white shirt and pants and the black cloth tied around his head, he looked like a handsome blind man. 

“If it scars and you’re afraid I’ll pity you,” he continued, “I would stab out these eyes of mine in return.”

Sun Ce didn’t speak. A moment later, he reached out a hand to cover the back of Zhou Yu’s.

“Do you know what’s on the wall opposite us?” Sun Ce asked, unable to help a sob breaking into his words.

“Don’t cry,” Zhou Yu hurried to say. “If the tears fall, they’ll destroy our efforts today. Hold them back. What are you crying for?”

Sun Ce sighed. To divert his attention, Zhou Yu returned to the topic. “What’s on the wall opposite us?”

“A kite,” Sun Ce replied.

“Mm, a kite,” Zhou Yu remarked.

“Once my wound heals,” Sun Ce said, “I don’t wish to trouble myself with battles and governance any longer. Let’s return to Lake Chao and fly kites and drink wine like we used to.”

“What does the kite look like?”

“It’s the one we bought when we were young,” Sun Ce said. “It ripped twice in the past ten or so years, so I patched it up. I fixed it.”

Zhou Yu murmured his appreciation. “Remind me, what did it look like?”

“It’s a dusty gray,” Sun Ce said slowly, “with blue wings and black eyes… The feathers are green, but they faded.”

“What about the tail?” Zhou Yu asked.

“It’s multicolored,” Sun Ce said. “And almost falling off. Sun Quan did that.”

Zhou Yu remembered how, when children flew their kites in his hometown, they would break the string after it flew high and far enough, allowing the kite to soar freely. Eventually their kite would return after they sent it into the air. It was why Sun Ce sent that kite string—Zhou Yu was his kite, and the string was clutched in Sun Ce’s hand. As soon as he tugged that string, Zhou Yu would return to him.

“Is there wine?” Sun Ce asked.

“You can’t drink wine right now,” Zhou Yu said. “Once your wound heals, I’ll drink with you. For now, sleep.”

Zhou Yu pulled down the curtains, lying at Sun Ce’s side. Neither spoke, and Sun Ce finally dozed off. Late into the night, his entire body started twitching and trembling violently, as if he were dreaming.

“Gongjin…Gongjin…” Sun Ce’s forehead beaded with sweat, and his limbs spasmed.

“I’m here,” Zhou Yu said. “Bofu? Wake up! Bofu!”

Zhou Yu tested Sun Ce’s forehead with his hand. A high fever burned his skin, and Sun Ce shrieked before writhing and falling off the bed.

“I’m not!” Sun Ce shouted loudly. “I’m not afraid of you!”

“Bofu! Sun Ce!” Zhou Yu cried.

Sun Ce leaned against the table for support as he vomited loudly, sour gruel splattering on the floor. Zhou Yu didn’t have the energy to spare to shout for a servant, instead moving forward and hugging him. 

“Bofu!”

Sun Ce was still in shock, and he gasped for air. He dry-heaved, stomach empty, before Zhou Yu lifted him back into bed.

Sun Ce’s entire body was hot, and even through their inner robes, Zhou Yu could feel a heat akin to a piece of burning charcoal. The inflammation persisted, and the wound was infected. Cold sweat ran from Sun Ce’s every pore, making him feel incomparably weak.

“Bofu,” Zhou Yu called. “Wake up.”

Someone pushed open the door and entered, but Sun Ce immediately roared, “You aren’t allowed to come in! No one is allowed to come in! I’ll kill anyone who does!”

Zhou Yu quickly lowered the curtains around the bed, blocking Sun Ce from sight. Sun Ce’s eyelids popped wide, his eyes appearing completely round, and his lips trembled as he panted heavily, watching Zhou Yu. Zhou Yu lowered his head, his icy lips pressing against Sun Ce’s.

When he was small, his mother would comfort him like this when he awoke from a nightmare. Sun Ce slowly calmed from his panic.

“I dreamed of Yu Ji…” Sun Ce said. “And Xu Gong.”

Zhou Yu presumed the assassins were Xu Gong’s retainers, but he didn’t dare voice that at this moment. He simply comforted him instead. “Ghosts and gods do not exist. Don’t seek them out; you’ll only cause more trouble for yourself.”

“I dreamed that— I dreamed that people were seeking me out, demanding my life in exchange for theirs,” Sun Ce said, his voice quivering. “Yu Ji saved me. He told me to turn back, to turn back and…no longer kill people.”

Zhou Yu smiled. “Don’t be afraid, Bofu.”

Sun Ce finally calmed down, but his hand still clung to Zhou Yu’s.

Zhou Yu climbed off the bed. 

“Where are you going?” Sun Ce asked, quickly alarmed.

“To clean up,” Zhou Yu said. “And to get you a calming draught.”

 

***

 

Sun Ce was both shivering and sweating. Zhou Yu placed a cold cloth over his forehead before writing out a list of medicinal ingredients and urging Lu Su to retrieve them quickly. Sun Ce hadn’t eaten for days and was qi-deficient. His blood was running hot, a chill had set in, and he was injured on top of that. His struggle after the nightmare had split his wound open again, and bloody foam blocked his nasal passage, which slowly leaked into his airway, filling his throat with blood and pus.

Zhou Yu didn’t dare upset Sun Ce by allowing the servants in to clean. Without his sight, he stumbled around as he cleaned away Sun Ce’s vomit.

“Gongjin, I’m cold…” Sun Ce said, teeth chattering.

Zhou Yu climbed onto the bed and embraced Sun Ce. Sun Ce clutched him tightly. 

“I’m cold, so cold…” he repeated numbly.

A large wet patch spread over the cloth covering Zhou Yu’s eyes, and it took all his effort to maintain a steady voice. “Once I make this medicine, drink it. Everything will be all right.”

Sun Ce let out a breath, finally calming.



Chapter 10:
Eternal Parting

 

NEITHER OF THEM HEARD the morning bells ring. Snowdrifts filled the yard, and Lady Wu, Madame Zhou, Da Qiao, Lu Su, Zhang Zhao, and the other advisors asked to check on Sun Ce, but he stuck with his word and didn’t let anyone in. Zhou Yu invited the doctors in, lowering the curtains of the bed before pulling Sun Ce’s hand through them for the doctors to take his pulse.

The doctor’s expressions were grave, none of them daring to speak the truth to the patient’s face. Zhou Yu followed them outside. 

“Last night he was plagued by nightmares. I made a calming draught, and he drank it.”

“An illness of the heart is difficult to cure,” one doctor said. “He must calm himself and soothe his anger. If he will not fully address himself, his condition will only grow worse. How severely is the wound festering?”

“I haven’t seen it,” Zhou Yu replied. “He barely accepted having medicine applied to it, and only through much coaxing did I manage to convince him. Can we change to a different medicine?”

The doctor shrugged. “I am powerless in this situation. An undoable knot binds his heart; he can only recover if he unties it himself.”

“Gongjin,” Da Qiao said urgently as she found them along the corridor. “Bofu is calling for you. What should we do?”

Zhou Yu immediately left for Sun Ce’s room, beginning to tie on the cloth to cover his eyes. 

He heard Sun Ce’s voice calling out, broken yet incessant. “Gongjin, Gongjin…”

Zhou Yu trembled down into his bones, and he couldn’t find the strength to push open the door. Instead, he whirled away and ran through the corridor, rushing into the snow. The cloth strip pooled below him, and he fell to his knees on the frigid ground, bawling.

Zhou Yu’s cries were desperate, despairing, and he grabbed two fistfuls of snow, hunching over the ground as he sobbed. He frantically scrubbed the snow over his face, leaving it bright red, with powdery snow scattered over his forehead, the hair at his temples, and his eyebrows.

 

***

 

After noon, Zhou Yu returned to the room.

“Gongjin.” Sun Ce could recognize him by his footsteps.

Zhou Yu first felt for the desk, shuffled to the bed, then followed along the edge of it until he managed to find his way onto the bed. He made an affirmative noise in reply.

“What did the doctor say?” Sun Ce asked.

“He said you should drink your medicine,” Zhou Yu said, his voice stern and serious, “and you will naturally get better. If you do not want your dressing changed, I’ll leave.”

Sun Ce’s voice was a weak rattle. “My throat is clogged. I can’t swallow anything.”

Zhou Yu lifted Sun Ce in his arms. Sun Ce was well over six and a half feet tall, but he hadn’t eaten in four days. Everything he managed to force down yesterday had come back up. His body reeked of foul, cold sweat, and he’d already lost almost ten pounds. He was so light that Zhou Yu’s heart ached.
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“Medicine first,” Zhou Yu said, propping Sun Ce against the head of the bed.

Sun Ce was still feverish but slowly drank the medicine with the help of a reed tube. Not long after, he vomited it all back up, coughing incessantly, blood dribbling from his lips.

“I dreamed of Lü Bu,” Sun Ce said. “He carried his head under his arm, demanding my life in exchange…”

“Why is he asking you?” Zhou Yu asked, forcing himself to laugh so he didn’t sob. “It wasn’t the two of us who killed him.”

“I should have always listened to you,” Sun Ce replied. “Xu Gong came asking for my life as well.”

“I’m here, so don’t be afraid,” Zhou Yu said in reassurance.

He was covered in the medicinal soup Sun Ce threw up, and he couldn’t make him drink more for now; he had to rest a little first. Zhou Yu started to change out the dressing on his wound.

Zhou Yu used clean water to wash Sun Ce’s face before gently brushing medicine onto the wound with a feather. Sun Ce tilted his head up on his pillow.

“Gongjin. At times, I both like you and hate you.”

“Why?”

“I hate that you never listen to me.”

“Sometimes I also hate you.”

“When?”

“For example, right now,” Zhou Yu said, sighing as he put down the bowl of medicine. “I also hate when you do not listen to me.”

The light of the twilight sun filtered through the window, and Sun Ce eked out a few coughs, smiling faintly and pitifully. Zhou Yu dabbed a cloth at the corner of his cracked lips to absorb the bloody spit leaking from his mouth.

“We’ve known each other for so long, but our arguments are always about who should listen to…whom.” Sun Ce coughed a few times in a row, and Zhou Yu stroked his back soothingly.

“As long as you get better,” Zhou Yu promised, “I’ll always listen to you. Don’t cough, you’ll strain the wound again.”

Sun Ce lay limply on the bed.

“As long as you get better, I’ll do whatever you want me to do,” Zhou Yu continued. “If you can’t accept your face, and you give up on life, I’ll also…”

The sun fell beyond the horizon, and the room darkened. A drop of water plinked into the brass basin.

The sound of a flute drifted in from somewhere. Dusk was falling over the mountains to the west, but all Zhou Yu saw was a dark haze. His ears strained as the flute’s melody suddenly rose in pitch, gently twisting and turning, before continuing away, agitated.

“You’ll also what?” Sun Ce asked.

“I won’t live either,” Zhou Yu replied quietly, taking Sun Ce’s hand and placing it on his own chest.

“What hour is it?” Sun Ce asked.

“They’re lighting the lamps. Sleep for a while.”

Zhou Yu and Sun Ce lay shoulder to shoulder. Sun Ce did not sleep, and Zhou Yu noticed. 

“Sleep. You won’t have any dreams tonight,” he said.

“I’m cold,” Sun Ce replied.

Zhou Yu slipped his hands into Sun Ce’s inner robes and felt his skin until he found his ribs. It was five days after he was struck by the arrow. Sun Ce’s severe fever had been terrifying, but now that it had receded Zhou Yu felt some relief. He hugged him, sharing the warmth of his body.

Three whole nights had passed since Zhou Yu last closed his eyes; he was so tired his consciousness was hazy and muddled. Sun Ce still muttered, but Zhou Yu could no longer discern his words. He grasped Sun Ce around the waist, curling up by his side, his head pillowed on Sun Ce’s arm as he buried his face into Sun Ce’s chest.

Sun Ce’s chest rose and fell like a bellows, and Zhou Yu was grateful to hear air whooshing audibly in and out of his lungs. From time to time, he would grunt some inarticulate noise.

“Gongjin,” Sun Ce said.

“Mm,” Zhou Yu replied blearily.

“If I happen to leave first, Sun Quan and Jiangdong are in your hands. If he can’t handle it, control it yourself…”

“That won’t happen… Don’t speak nonsense…”

Zhou Yu nuzzled into Sun Ce’s embrace.

“Do you remember, when your father passed, one of your relatives bullied you… I beat him up and sent him packing… What was he called again…”

Zhou Yu didn’t reply. His breathing evened out. He was asleep.

“Do you still remember the day Hua Xiong thrashed me… It was you who cured me, with your herbal medicines…

“Gongjin.”

Sun Ce stared at the kite hanging on the wall across from him. The two children from those peaceful days reflected in his eyes, laughing loud and carefree as they ran along the banks of Lake Chao, holding the string of the kite.

The blue sky stretched endlessly above, the lake and the mountains the same hue, everything blending together in his memory.

“Sorry,” Sun Ce said quietly. “That day I kicked you into the lake, you didn’t catch a cold, did you?”

 

***

 

The snow cascaded down, harder and harder. The woodshed outside collapsed suddenly, and the muffled noise sounded like a rattle drum on that snowy night. It startled Zhou Yu awake, his eyes thrown wide.

“Bofu…Bofu?” Zhou Yu asked, trembling.

His hand ran along Sun Ce’s chest, stopping below his nostrils.

Sun Ce was dead.

Zhou Yu wailed in deep despair, like an animal, as if his heart shattered and was pulverized into powder. The lonely and frigid night slumped onto his entire body, snatching the air from his lungs.

“Ahh!” Zhou Yu crouched on the bed, his face turned upward, and hauled Sun Ce’s stiff, ice-cold body into his lap as he continued to wail. The door slammed open. Zhou Yu sobbed like his innards were being ripped out. His tears couldn’t fall, and his voice went hoarse. Finally, Lu Su forcefully dragged him outside.

“Bofu!” Zhou Yu screamed. He could not believe this—any of this. It was an impossible dream, an unrealistic nightmare where a huge hand pressed the iron chains of torment into his very essence, imparting a soul-rending pain he had never experienced before. It was bodily, real pain, as if his heart was being torn slowly, with effort, from his chest.

“Bofu!”

“Sun-lang!”

“Zhugong!”

The governor’s manor reverberated with his sobbing and anguished cries.

“Let me see him… Let me look at him…”

Zhou Yu tore off the black cloth, sobbing openly. He leaped for the bed, hunching over Sun Ce’s form, his entire body trembling. He choked on his tears as he scrabbled, stretching out a hand to caress Sun Ce’s face.

The flesh was rotten to the bone, the rest of his skin an ashen, bloodless gray. Chunks of dried blood congealed around his mouth and dried over his lips.

His forehead was smooth, peaceful, and the aura of a sharpened blade still surrounded him. His eyes were tightly shut under his swordlike, fine brows, and the corners of his lips were faintly quirked upward.

“Bofu!”

Zhou Yu summoned up all his strength for that final shout, ending in a heartrending wail.

 

***

 

As the sun rose, spreading its blazing light over Wu County, its rays shone and glimmered off the blindingly white snowdrifts. The great bell in the governor’s manor tolled three times: a death knell.

Sun Ce returned to the heavens.

 

***

 

The governors of each capital from Shouchun, Danyang, Kuaiji, Yuhang, Changsha, Jiangdong, and Jiangnan rushed over posthaste. The manor fell into total disarray; Huang Gai and Zhang Zhao argued loudly while the ignored Lü Meng attempted to mediate. The six commanderies and thirteen counties of Jiangdong were bereft of a leader without warning, and everything plunged into complete chaos.

Zhou Yu secured a mourning headband around his head, and his white robes fluttered as he purposefully led Sun Quan into the hall. The advisors fell quiet.

Zhou Yu’s face was as white as his robes, and he sucked in a deep breath before closing his eyes.

“Zhongmou, take the seat,” Zhou Yu told Sun Quan.

“I…” Sun Quan said.

“I’m telling you to, so do it,” Zhou Yu said.

Sun Quan’s breathing quickened as he watched Zhou Yu, eyes brimming with tears.

Zhang Zhao walked over and took Sun Quan’s hand, escorting him to Sun Ce’s seat and settling him into it. He backed away to stand by Zhou Yu’s side, shoulder to shoulder with him.

“Paying my respects to Zhugong.” Zhou Yu prostrated himself and kowtowed.

Sun Quan moved to lift him to his feet, but Zhou Yu raised a hand, indicating that he should stay still. Zhang Zhao knelt as well.

“Paying my respects to Zhugong!” Zhang Zhao echoed.

The literary officials and military commanders in the hall remained silent for a long time. Then Huang Gai lifted the hem of his robes, dropped one knee to the ground and clasped his hands together in a fist.

“Paying our respects to Zhugong!”

Everyone in the hall followed his lead and knelt. Sun Quan bit down harshly on his lip but could not suppress his tears, and he trembled as he began to cry. 

A bright sun hung high in the sky, beating down on Zhou Yu’s back. His shadow stretched across the floor, and Sun Quan, facing the sunlight, spoke in a trembling voice. “Everyone…please rise.”

 

***

 

That day, Zhou Yu burned the kite. Tongues of flame engulfed it, swallowing countless pieces of the past, growing into the thousands of fiery crimson lotuses of Chi Bi. The tongues of flame danced under the sky, as if this were a grand sacrificial rite.

The inferno engulfed his world and exploded outward in a burst, setting the line of the horizon on fire, the sunset itself jagged with blazing flames.

Zhou Yu’s fingers danced across the five strings of his qin, and it sang. Towering mountains and turbulent waters trembled. A mast collapsed, sinking into the water, and the dark waters of the river reflected the blazing flames above. 

Everything was red; he couldn’t distinguish what was blood and what was fire.

 

***

 

“After that…”

“After that,” Zhou Yu said, pressing down on the strings, “that was how it went.”

Sun Quan sat directly behind Zhou Yu, his hands in his lap. The two of them turned to look over the sea of fire simultaneously. Their warship rocked and shook, and war cries thundered through the air.

Neither of them really knew how long they’d spoken. From the moment the flames sprang to life, Zhou Yu had lost himself reminiscing over the past. He allowed himself to indulge in pleasant memories, and tears blurred his vision.

Sun Quan stayed by his side. After listening to Zhou Yu reminisce for so long, he was overwhelmed with a thousand emotions, unsure of how to respond.

“Your brother was no saint nor hero,” Zhou Yu continued. “He was only himself. He was just Sun Bofu.”

“Over those years, you two reunited rarely and parted often.”

“I don’t know what evil spell we fell under. We spent no more than two or three years together, spaced out, yet I was dead set on him,” Zhou Yu admitted. “Evidently, the passage of time may have no effect on one’s feelings. Some people only need to know each other for a day before they will entrust their lives to each other. Some people can spend their entire lives together yet can go their separate ways after spending a single day apart.”

Sun Quan sighed. “Gongjin-dage, in these past few years, you’ve been like a brother or a father to me…”

Zhou Yu lifted a hand to pause him. “Your own actions, doing your best with all your might, are why I followed you and appointed you as my lord. You were young when you succeeded your brother, but you acted cautiously and prudently in all things. You courageously shouldered the consequences of your actions, and you listened to the advice of others. You are much better than your brother in that regard. Nine years later, I still remember that day when Cao Cao’s troops headed south…”

 

***

 

That day, Cao Cao’s declaration of war arrived in Jiangdong.

After the Battle of Guandu, Liu Bei entered Jing Province and obtained Liu Biao’s writ of succession, thus gaining Jing Province for himself. But because Liu Biao’s son had previously surrendered to Cao Cao, Liu Bei had no choice but to flee from Dangyang with the citizens in tow.

One hundred thousand citizens of Jing Province followed Liu Bei, taking their first steps on what would be a long and arduous journey.

When they received their first letter from Zhao Yun, eight years had passed since Sun Ce’s death. The dust of the past settled long ago; it felt as if a lifetime had come and gone since then.

The region of Jiangdong had collapsed into chaos long ago. Cao Cao’s eight hundred and thirty thousand-strong army crossed south through Jing Province, his men pressing along the Changjiang. He urged Sun Quan to surrender, or his army would crush the Jiangzuo region, slaughtering everyone.

Even Wu Commandery and Jiaoyi were caught up in this. The Jiangdong troops numbered only around seventy thousand, and they were scattered across the counties and commanderies of the region, unable to be mobilized immediately.

“Zhugong!” Zhang Zhao said. “You don’t understand the situation in full. North of Jiangling and Xiakou, all the way to Xiangyang; Cao Cao’s troops are unstoppable. Liu Biao’s defeat is fresh, and Cai Mao and Zhang Xun have surrendered to the Cao state as well—”

“Who doesn’t understand the situation?” Zhou Yu asked menacingly.

His voice filled the hall before he entered in person. 

With five words, he’d harshly and mercilessly interrupted Zhang Zhao’s statement. Every person in the hall lifted their head to look at him.

This was the first time he’d acted harshly toward the literary officials. Ever since Sun Ce had passed away eight years ago, Zhou Yu had spent next to no time with anyone in the audience hall. A great number of literary officials and military commanders fell under the King of Wu’s command, but only Zhou Yu held himself distant.

He crossed into view, and everyone took in that he wore the red-tasseled helmet of a military commander and was clad in silver chain mail and armor. His armored boots had coiling jiao on them, and his cloak fluttered in the twilight wind. His hands were clasped behind his back, feet apart, as he stood in the middle of the hall. The divine Chijun Sword was belted at his waist, the pommel sparkling as it caught the remaining sunset light.

As time passed, everyone had grown accustomed to seeing Zhou Yu in his official’s robes, and only rarely in armor. Sun Quan could not recall a single memory of Zhou Yu clad this way. Even more notably, after his older brother died, Zhou Yu had never once touched the Chijun Sword.

Zhou Yu’s visage was mature but not old, dispirited, or dejected. The wear of years provided him the indomitable air of a great general, toughened after experiencing countless challenges. He towered like a mountain or wall in the middle of the room.

“How many men do we command?” Zhou Yu asked.

“We only have the final numbers for the foot soldiers. How many naval troops does the lord governor control?” Sun Quan asked Zhou Yu, amid the hall filled with clamor.

“Twenty-two thousand naval troops,” Zhou Yu said. “Seventy-three large warships, a hundred and twenty medium ones, and a thousand and eight small ships. What about the foot soldiers?”

The hall quieted. 

“It is impossible to mobilize the troops in the surrounding county capitals. Yi Province is in the middle of quelling a rebellion, and that situation may fluctuate anytime, so I can only provide ten thousand foot soldiers,” Sun Quan said.

“Thirty-two thousand.” Zhou Yu paced a few steps.

“The Cao troops are rumored to number eight hundred and thirty thousand!” Zhang Zhao declared. “Governor Zhou, please reconsider this battle!”

Zhou Yu nodded but did not speak, and the group of literary officials turned to look at Lu Su.

“No need to look at him,” Zhou Yu said. “It was Lu Zijing who asked me to come here.”

With a wholly unconcerned attitude, Zhou Yu continued, his eyes calm but unreadable like still water, “Lu Zijing assumed you all would surrender under pressure, so he decided to take a step in advance by summoning me back.”

As soon as this declaration left his mouth, a hubbub rose in the hall. 

“Governor Zhou, what are these accusations?!” Zhang Zhao raged. “Are you saying that only with your presence will Jiangdong be kept whole, while we are all here selling out our lord?!”

Zhou Yu was silent for a moment, then he stepped forward.

Sun Quan had never seen Zhou Yu act so physically imposing before and had no choice but to admire this senior who was both teacher and father. Time flowed backward, and he once again became the child he had been.

“Since Yu was young, I followed the Sun family,” Zhou Yu intoned. “I am now thirty-four years of age. I first met Bofu in Shu County, and aside from General Huang Gai, General Cheng Pu, and General Zhu Zhi, of everyone gathered here, I accompanied Zhugong the longest.”

As Zhou Yu listed out his record of service, the hall fell deathly silent. Even Huang Gai and those mentioned seemed humbled, because after all, when Sun Jian died, the only person who stayed with Sun Ce had been Zhou Yu.

“After our previous lord passed, Zhongmou succeeded his position,” Zhou Yu said, looking at Zhang Zhao. “Back then, Lord Zhang and I were both loyal to Zhugong, and we vowed to protect Jiangdong and establish a new foundation for him to build upon.

“Gongjin does not disagree with Zibu-xiong’s intentions,” Zhou Yu said solemnly, clasping his hands together. “When Bofu was still alive, he always sought advice from Zhang Zhao on internal affairs and Zhou Yu on external affairs. Zibu-xiong’s invaluable support cannot be separated from what the Wu Commandery and Jiangdong are today.”

Zhang Zhao grunted coldly, but his expression grew more congenial.

After exhaling a long breath, Zhou Yu took a seat at Sun Quan’s table, facing him. “Let’s discuss if it’s really time to surrender this foundation we’ve built to someone else without even a fight.”

Huang Gai chuckled harshly. “Surrender without a fight? Even if Cao Cao were Lü Bu reincarnated on this earth, he still tasted defeat at General Sun’s hands and must not be allowed to snatch even a single chunk of Jiangdong!”

As Huang Gai finished speaking, he plucked up an arrow and stuck it, tip upward, into one of the kettles on the table to indicate his vote.

“Jiangdong’s natural defenses have already been lost; it is no longer easy to guard and difficult to conquer,” Zhang Hong said, sighing. “An enormous gap in numbers exists between our forces and our enemy’s. Even with our nearly thirty thousand naval troops, fighting the hundred thousand-strong navy of Jing Province alone would be extremely foolish.”

Zhang Hong also pulled out an arrow, but he stuck it point-down into the other copper kettle.

Cheng Pu drank some wine and casually tossed another arrow into a kettle. The arrowhead pointed upward, and it clanged as it rattled into the kettle.

“In the Battle of Julu, the Hegemon King of Chu led twenty thousand sons of Jiangdong in battle. He cut off all means of his own retreat and managed to clinch a decisive victory against the numerically advantageous Qin troops, despite his losses,” Cheng Pu stated firmly. “How can you say victory or defeat is determined by mere numbers?”

Zhuge Jin retrieved an arrow and slowly walked over, standing in front of Sun Quan, spreading his arms. 

“Zhugong. Generals,” Zhuge Jin said, addressing them all. “There is a saying: Those who gain the hearts of the people will gain the world. As the prime minister of the Han dynasty, Cao Cao is supported by the emperor when declaring whether or not someone becomes a minister. Though the Jiangdong region was passed down from General Polu, it still belongs whence it came, and Zhugong is still a vassal of the Han state.”

Zhuge Jin placed the arrow into the other kettle, tip pointed downward, and continued earnestly, “Now, we can reasonably say that Cao Cao is carrying out the emperor’s orders, and Jiangdong is a vassal of the Han state. By that sentiment, remaining loyal to the Han royal line is our duty. Since both sentiment and reason agree, I would ask that Zhugong reconsider.”

Han Dang snorted. “What ‘prime minister’ of the Han state? He is no more than a thief, a usurper of the throne! He has controlled the emperor for years! Why do you think the capital is still in Luoyang? Why doesn’t the emperor himself rule?”

With a flick of his hand, Han Dang added his arrow to the kettle. It clattered against the edges of the vessel for a long time before it fell silent.

“Very good!” Jiang Qin sternly agreed. “If the emperor came personally, we could deliberate further. The thief Cao is a mere usurper! No matter what, we must not surrender!”

Another arrow shaft entered another kettle.

“Every general desires war, but this battle, fought for no rhyme or reason, will devastate the people of this region.” Lü Fan’s arrow joined the others with feathers pointing upward.

“As Sunzi8 says on the best methods of war, first break the enemy’s forces with strategy, second, conquer through diplomacy,” Yu Fan added. “If Cao Cao gains Jiangdong, how will he rule over it?”

Yu Fan walked to Sun Quan’s table, placing the arrow tip down into the kettle. 

“To surrender is no more than exchanging our current titles for those of a Han vassal,” he continued. “What difference does that make? If Cao Cao wishes to govern Wu, he must use the people of Wu.”

“Exactly,” Zhang Zhao said. “This will not only ensure the safety of the citizens of Jiangdong but also result in almost no losses. Zhugong, please reconsider.”

Zhang Zhao placed the last arrow in his hand into the kettle.

Zhu Zhi broke the silence in the hall. “I have followed General Polu for decades.”

The generals who accompanied Sun Jian all those years ago were nearly all at the age where the hair at their temples was touched with frost. Zhou Yu looked at Zhu Zhi.

“Back when General Polu sent his troops to Changsha,” Zhu Zhi said, forcefully and with gravitas, “let me ask every one of you: If our previous lord was here, now, would he choose to surrender?”

As the words exited his lips, Zhu Zhi dropped his arrow into the kettle. Lu Su rose after him. “If my Eastern Wu surrenders today, it will not be named as a vassal. It shall be the destruction of our country.”

Lu Su cast his arrow. Zhou Yu gripped the last arrow in his hand, standing in front of Sun Quan, lost in thought.

“Gongjin,” Sun Quan said.

Zhou Yu held his vote, looking between the two copper pots brimming with arrows.

“If your brother was here today,” Zhou Yu asked slowly, his voice quiet, “would he surrender, or would he not?”

Sun Quan did not reply. Zhou Yu was silent for a long time. 

“After a while, I actually forgot what he looked like,” he said, finally. “How can it be? I can’t recall what he looked like.

“Do you all still remember Bofu’s face?” Zhou Yu asked the literary officials present.

Zhang Zhao sucked in a deep breath. “Bofu…when he was alive, liked to laugh,” he replied loftily.

Zhou Yu smiled, but with a tinge of grief.

“It’s been nine years,” Zhu Zhi said.

“Nine years,” Zhou Yu echoed, voice suddenly hoarse. “I’ve forgotten what he looked like.”

“You’ve truly forgotten?” Sun Quan asked.

Zhou Yu did not reply. He placed his arrow onto the table, turned, and left.

Everyone stood and took their leave; only Sun Quan remained at his desk, the two copper kettles before him. One contained the arrow shafts of the literary officials, feathers facing out, while the other bristled with the arrow shafts of the military commanders, gleaming with the sharp, cold light of the arrowheads.

 

***

 

The bloodred sunset reflected off the turbulent waters of the river. Zhou Yu stood on the banks, his martial robes billowing in the wind.

“Are you still undecided?” Xiao Qiao asked, handing him a robe. “I heard them say that today, in front of Zhugong, you said you couldn’t remember what Sun-lang looked like anymore.”

“I still remember,” Zhou Yu replied. “No matter how many years pass, how could I forget for even a second? I simply do not know which one is him.”

Xiao Qiao sighed. “Zhou-lang, will it come to a battle?” she asked gently.

“You should return now,” Zhou Yu said. “The night wind is chilly.”

Sun Quan walked toward them, the wind pushing at his back. Zhou Yu and Xiao Qiao turned their heads at the same time, watching his lonely silhouette along the bank of the river.

“I’ll go warm some wine for you two.” Xiao Qiao knew Zhou Yu and Sun Quan had things to discuss.

When Sun Quan clambered up onto the high ground near the riverbank, the two of them did not speak for a long time.

“You no longer play the qin,” Sun Quan eventually remarked.

“No one is there to listen,” Zhou Yu replied.

The two of them stood side by side. 

“You’re almost taller than your brother,” he said.

“If his spirit still lingers in the underworld, he’s definitely cursing me out for my cowardice,” Sun Quan sighed.

“He wouldn’t curse you,” Zhou Yu said. “He would simply find it a pity. After all, if you surrender, we’ll be treated as vassals of the Han emperor, but you, Zhugong, will not. If you are willing to sacrifice yourself for the sake of Eastern Wu, I salute you. If you wish to fight, I will fight with you.”

Sun Quan froze, shocked.

Zhou Yu avoided Sun Quan’s gaze, looking out over the surging waters of the river. For a time, Sun Quan was silent. Zhou Yu spoke honestly. If Jiangdong surrendered, every literary and military official would become a vassal of the Han emperor, but Sun Quan would never be allowed to keep the position he had today.

“If you’ve already decided on that, then go back,” Zhou Yu said, inclining his head slightly. “If you wish to fight, then come with me.”

At the very last minute, Sun Quan steeled his heart. Zhou Yu no longer paid him any attention, turning and walking inside.

Xiao Qiao had warmed some wine, and Zhou Yu sat down at his desk. Sun Quan raced in after him. A gentle wind stirred the curtains, and suddenly the impression of someone’s shadow crossed the fabric. Zhou Yu looked over sharply, and their thoughts seemed to intersect, as if someone stood there, saying, Gongjin, I’m leaving Sun Quan and Jiangdong in your care. 

“What are our chances of winning?” Sun Quan asked.

“Decide first,” Zhou Yu said solemnly, taking the warmed wine.

Sun Quan drank his in one go, lifting his head to look at Zhou Yu. He knew Zhou Yu was ready to burn all his bridges with this battle, but he still needed to ask.

“If we lose?”

Zhou Yu replied as lightly as a carefree breeze. “We’ll throw ourselves into the river for our crimes and keep your brother company.”

Xiao Qiao acted as if she didn’t hear a single word and filled Sun Quan’s wine cup again, unbidden, before rising and leaving.

“Fight.” Sun Quan finally, gently, spat out that single word.

“If we are to fight,” Zhou Yu said, as solemn as before, “we have five points in our favor.”

He counted them off on his fingers as he spoke.

“The first: The Cao troops traveled from afar and will be exhausted from the long and arduous journey. The weather is cold, and their supplies are running low. Their horsemen and foot soldiers are unfamiliar with naval battles, and even at eight hundred thousand strong, low morale is a stronger foe. We will simply wait until they tire themselves out.

“The second: The northerners are unused to the water and soil of this land and will become seasick due to the turbulence of the boats, so illness will abound.

“The third: Cao Cao has no navy. The generals Cai Mao and Zhang Yun command seventy thousand men, but not all of them will be loyal due to their recent surrender.

“The fourth: Han Sui is more than enough to hassle Cao Cao’s rearguard.

“The fifth: Liu Bei retreated south and entered Gong’an. We still have allied troops with us.”

Zhou Yu placed his palm in front of Sun Quan, all five fingers spread as he finished. “These five points will guarantee our victory. Our thirty thousand experienced troops are more than enough to break through Cao Cao’s defenses, but we must carefully analyze the situation first.”

Lu Su suddenly entered, rolling up his sleeves and smiling. “Hey, Zhugong, you drank my wine.”

“Sit, Zijing,” Sun Quan directed. “I understand this is something you two thought out long ago.”

“It is not,” Zhou Yu replied. “We are simply aligned in our thoughts. Come, Zhugong.”

Zhou Yu poured them three cups of wine. They drank together, and Lu Su wiped his mouth, satisfied. “Liu Bei’s army is currently waiting to ford the river at Xiakou. He sent a letter.”

“Bring him here,” Sun Quan said, rising to his feet. “I will make the arrangements.”

Zhou Yu could finally release a breath in relief. “Then I will leave Zhang Zhao and the rest for Zhugong to handle.”

Sun Quan made the arrangements that very night. Zhou Yu stood on the bank of the river, securing a cloth strip to Fei Yu’s claws. The hawk screeched before it launched upward, soaring over the vast waters of the river, heading north.

 

***

 

The night sky stretched endlessly above the men and horses following the banks of the river. Gan Ning brought Sun Quan’s command tally with him. From this night on, the entirety of Jiangdong would treat Zhou Yu’s military commands as their highest priority.

“Has the pier been cleared out?” Zhou Yu asked.

“General Zhu Zhi and General Cheng Pu already made the arrangements,” Gan Ning replied, “and Han Dang is leading his men along the land route to Jiangling.”

Lu Su, now dressed in armor, led his troops over. “I’ll be leaving now.”

“I’ll go with you,” Zhou Yu said.

“You must not!” Gan Ning’s and Lu Su’s expressions turned forbidding simultaneously.

“You are the commander of the three armies,” Lu Su protested. “How can you head into danger so readily?”

“I’m worried,” Zhou Yu said, looking toward the northern bank, invisible in the darkness stretching across the Changjiang. “Fei Yu has yet to return.”

“Who did you send it to?” Lu Su asked, frowning. “Do we have a spy in the Cao camp?”

Zhou Yu flicked his sleeve, and his deep-set eyes reflected the forest of torches dotting the shore.

“Extinguish all lights,” Zhou Yu ordered. “Everyone on the boats.”

The soldiers put out their torches before boarding the ships on the chilly pier. Hundreds of small boats launched at the same time, cutting forward through the icy winds and surging waves, toward the dark future.

The silver river of mist above their heads blanketed the sky above and filled the water below. The Changjiang flowed ceaselessly onward, without end.

Gan Ning plunged his oar into the water, and the little boat shot forward as if it were flying. Though Zhou Yu was wrapped in a long robe, he coughed several times. 

“Go into the berth and rest,” Lu Su said.

Zhou Yu did as he was told. 

Despite it being the coldest time of the year in the weeks after the winter solstice, Gan Ning bared his upper body, showing off his lean and defined muscles. The boat the commanders were on pulled far ahead, and the distance between them and the little boats increased as they headed upstream with the wind at their backs.

A moment later, the thrumming of a qin rang out, echoing through the world.

A flowing melody started, sometimes fast, sometimes slow. All five strings sounded at once, as if a message was being played for those on the opposite bank.

Gan Ning smiled roguishly, turning his head to look into the berth, but just as he was about to speak, Lu Su gestured for him to listen.

From the other bank responded the faint sound of a flute piercing through the air, seeming to enhance the melody from Zhou Yu’s qin. The waters of the river reflected the numerous stars above, and they winked and danced as the two melodies almost imperceptibly entwined and grew, soaring into the air.

The flute’s sound held a faint trace of a question, as well as a hint of anticipation.

Zhou Yu suddenly seemed discontent, and the qin strummed loudly, shaking off the flute. The flute’s music quietly drifted away, returning to the nothingness it emerged from.

“How many people are on the opposite bank?” Gan Ning asked.

“At least a hundred thousand,” Lu Su replied, “but less than two hundred thousand.”

“If these hundred thousand men all withdraw to Eastern Wu, Zhugong will be dealing with quite the headache.” Gan Ning smirked.

“That depends on them,” Lu Su said. “Tonight, we’re nothing more than escorts to a messenger. If they can have a fruitful discussion, there is still hope.”

 

***

 

The water splashed gently, accompanying the melody of Zhou Yu’s qin ending with an almost imperceptible vibrato. The soldiers stationed along the bank came forward and grabbed the ropes of the little boats, and hundreds of light boats docked quietly on the shore. Eighty thousand commoners waited alongside twenty thousand soldiers. Thousands of scattered torches rose like flowers in a field, as numerous as the stars in the sky above, casting the world in a majestic warm glow like sunlight.

Liu Bei summoned a group of his subordinates over to receive them. As soon as Lu Su set foot on the earth, Liu Bei knelt right then and there. Startled, Lu Su hurried forward to urge him to his feet.

“Royal Uncle! Please, don’t shorten our lifespans like this,” Lu Su quickly said.

Liu Bei let out a long breath. “Bei is kneeling for the sake of the ten thousand commoners on the northern shore. I beg the Marquis of Wu treat them with compassion.”

The soldiers all knelt as well. 

“Everyone, please rise,” Lu Su urged. “Zhugong sent me and General Gan here precisely to discuss countermeasures with the royal uncle.”

Lu Su’s ease with addressing Liu Bei as “royal uncle” was fairly impressive, and Zhou Yu would have laughed if he hadn’t been so nervous. Only Lu Su could resolve these things easily—Liu Bei had no government position; calling him the prefect of Jing Province was no longer appropriate. “Royal uncle” was about the only title he could command.

“Tonight the Marquis of Wu gathered his literary officials and military commanders for an urgent meeting to determine how to defeat the Cao thief’s navy,” Lu Su told the gathered group. “Who shall come with me?”

Everyone fell silent. No one believed Lu Su would propose such a thing. If Sun Quan decided to detain them, hand them over to Cao Cao, and claim the credit, their group would not survive such devastation.

Liu Bei smiled, however. “I’ll go. Which generals wish to ford the river with me?”

“Zhugong, please wait,” a young man stated, stepping forward and cupping his hands in Lu Su’s direction. “Liang is willing to go.”

Only then did Zhou Yu emerge. Almost no one noticed him, only Zhuge Liang’s gaze turning toward his way. Zhou Yu and Lu Su exchanged a glance, and Zhuge Liang keenly noted their expressions.

“This individual is…” Zhuge Liang trailed off.

Zhou Yu waved a hand dismissively and stepped onto the shore. “You are the younger brother of Lord Zhuge Jin?”

Zhuge Liang nodded. Zhou Yu’s eyes met Lu Su’s again, and Lu Su nodded. “Since that is the case, then Kongming-xiansheng, please come with me to see the Marquis of Wu.”

“Where is Zhao Zilong?” Zhou Yu asked.

Liu Bei sighed “That good man is…”

“Zhao Zilong vanished,” a powerfully built man sporting a three-foot-long beard and a majestic aura informed them. “Ever since the Battle of Dangyang.”

“Who was the marshal of the Cao troops at Dangyang?” Zhou Yu asked, guessing the answer was probably Guan Yu.

“Cao Cao, Xiahou En, and the like!” Guan Yu said darkly, scoffing. “Three days before then they retreated out of Changban, and Zhao Yun left without bidding farewell. In the blink of an eye, they reappeared, ready to chase us all the way to Xiakou, and yet here sits your Eastern Wu, unbothered.”

“Exactly!” another muscular, dark-faced man interjected. “Once the Cao troops come for us, motherfuckers, your family’s zhugong won’t need to send any boats to retrieve us! We might as well all huddle up together and die!”

“Yide!” Liu Bei admonished, glowering. “Do not babble foolishly. Zilong had no choice but to leave me behind.”

Zhou Yu understood the gist of what was going on. Fei Yu hadn’t passed along the message because Zhao Yun was trapped between enemy lines. What they didn’t know was how much time they had until Cao Cao reached them.

“Has Cao Pi come?” Zhou Yu asked.

No one answered, and even Lu Su didn’t know why Zhou Yu had asked such a question. When Zhou Yu saw their reactions, he ordered the soldiers to bring horses over so he could count out the troops. 

“I’ll be leaving now,” he said. “Zijing, I’m depending on you to report back to Zhugong.”

Lu Su cupped his hands at Zhou Yu to bid him farewell. Zhou Yu, leading two hundred cavalrymen, left the crossing point at Gong’an, heading north.

 

***

 

In the winter of the thirteenth year of Jian’an,9 in Dangyang, on the slopes of Changban, thousands of soldiers and horses became a wave surging across a battlefield awash in the last light of the day. Zhao Yun, Liu Shan in his arms, kicked his horse into a gallop, directing Liu Bei’s piebald in a southward charge.

Someone rushed out from the line. “Taste a strike from my sword!”

Zhao Yun had found himself a long spear earlier, and now he lifted it, an eight-foot-tall skewer of iron, as he shouted a challenge.

“Those who stand in my way shall perish!”

The setting sun painted the scene with its evening glow. Zhao Yun’s shining white armor was speckled with fresh blood, its copper scent pungently nauseating. Astride his lone steed, he charged out of the encirclement like a god of war.

Xiahou En led his men in pursuit, intent on killing him, but Zhao Yun turned and sent his spear flying. There was a huge clang, and Xiahou En found his brawn paled against Zhao Yun’s. Using the long spear’s advantages, Zhao Yun struck the Qinghong Sword in Xiahou En’s hand, then whirled around and roared in rage. Xiahou En never expected Zhao Yun would actually turn and lunge back, and in that moment of hesitation, Zhao Yun jabbed his spear forward.

Xiahou En and his horse both went flying. His long sword flashed as it spun circles through the air. Zhao Yun rushed forward, and with a quick motion, snatched the hilt of the sword.

“Thanks!” he shouted.

An uproar broke out among the Cao troops. Tens of thousands of soldiers chased Zhao Yun, provoked by his bold maneuver. The piebald galloped furiously, as if it knew slowing even a step would lead to the little master in Zhao Yun’s arms being hacked into a thousand pieces. Arrows pattered around them like rain, and battle drums thumped in the distance.

Thud, thud, thud—three beats!

The drums stopped, and Zhou Yu appeared, leading reinforcements. However, they found themselves halted by the edge of a cliff, with no way for the troops to descend.

 

***

 

Thousands of sharp arrows soared into the air, drawing out arcs as they flew toward the mountains. Countless shafts filled the sky, landing everywhere around Zhao Yun who busily avoided them lest he become a skewered corpse.

“Fire!” Zhou Yu shouted.

Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh, whoosh—four arrows shot out at the same time, a bolt of white silk fluttering between them as they flew over the mountain stream, blocking the falling arrows and opening up a path.

“Go!” Zhao Yun shouted, the piebald’s four hooves kicking into the air as it leaped across a canyon.

“We’ll provide you with backup along the southern road!” Zhou Yu yelled. “Go!”

 

***

 

“Someone else is coming.”

From high up above, Cao Cao looked down. “Who is it this time?” he murmured. “Reinforcements from Eastern Wu?”

Cao Pi stood at his side. This tall, willowy youth had lost the childish air he possessed long ago, and the arrogant bossiness in his face had transformed into two sharp brows and a gaze that could make people swallow their words. He looked like a honed sword drawn from a sheath.

“It could be Liu Bei’s troops,” Cao Pi suggested. “The way this child sees it, it’d be better not to pursue them.”

Cao Cao chuckled. “Liu Xuande is quite afraid of death. He would not return here. Think about it. He threw away his wife and child just to flee with his tail tucked between his legs. Why would he come hacking his way back for the sake of a mere commander?”

Cao Pi held his tongue. 

Cao Cao continued, “Disregard all consequences. We must capture this man and bring him back. Zhao Zilong is truly a fierce general!”

Cao Pi reached for the sword on his back. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” Cao Cao asked.

“This child shall cross swords with him,” Cao Pi replied, leaping off the command platform and landing on a horse. He galloped forth on Cao Cao’s beloved steed, Zhuahuang Feidian.10

 

***

 

The sky had darkened by the time Zhao Yun forded the mountain stream outside Dangyang. He found himself momentarily lost, but more soldiers came from behind in pursuit. He merged into the darkness, bending over and drinking from the stream. After he was done, he climbed back onto the horse, surveying his surroundings. Fei Yu appeared, flapping toward him, and Zhao Yun followed the falcon’s flight.

A wild wind tore over the mountain stream, voicing nature’s angered howl.

“You shouldn’t have returned, Zilong-dage. If Fei Yu had not flown this way, I couldn’t have found your trail.”

Cao Pi reined Zhuahuang Feidian to a stop by the mountain stream, and Zhao Yun halted his piebald as well.

“Let me pass,” Zhao Yun said.

“You won’t be able to leave,” Cao Pi said. “Come back with me, and I swear on my life my father will not kill you.”

“You and I both have our respective masters!” Zhao Yun bellowed, suddenly furious. “That is no suggestion to me; I will never surrender to Cao unless you deliver my head to him!”

With that, Zhao Yun charged directly at Cao Pi. Their warhorses raced toward each other like two gales, almost colliding head-on. Zhuahuang Feidian and the piebald released drawn-out whinnies, ringing out in the darkness. As one, Cao Pi and Zhao Yun drew their separate swords. Zhao Yun struck; Cao Pi parried. The two swords collided, the reverberation of metal clashing and echoing through the mountains.

Sparks flew in every direction. The pair struck and repelled attacks in a flurry. Zhao Yun’s Qinghong Sword flew forth, and Cao Pi could not dodge. The tip of the sword traced out an arc of light through the cold night, but Zhao Yun had already slid past him.

“How many times did I teach you,” Zhao Yun said, reining his horse in, his back to Cao Pi, “when you are guarding an opening, you must drop the reins and use your legs to control your horse.”

Several strands of Cao Pi’s hair, delicately sliced, detached from his head and drifted through the air.

“Why did you not kill me?” Cao Pi looked at Zhao Yun. That strike would have only needed to shift a few inches closer to slit his neck artery. The Qinghong Sword could cut through metal like it was mud, and merely a graze could have ended his life.

“I’ll be taking my leave now,” Zhao Yun said solemnly, turning his head. “You’ve grown taller. You have strength in your arms. Zilong-dage hopes that your military fortune will flourish. Jia!”

Zhao Yun tore out of the canyon. Cao Pi’s chest rose and fell faintly. The thousands of Cao soldiers finally caught up behind him.

“Young master,” the lead commander said. “What should we do? Retreat?”

Cao Pi paused for a long time. “After him.”

 

***

 

Zhao Yun charged away from the mountain stream, finding the road that led from Dangyang toward Xiakou. Thousands of Cao troops still pursued him, their torches rising like a wildfire as they followed Cao Pi’s lead.

His horse’s speed gradually decreased. The piebald had already accompanied him for two full days without rest, and foam frothed from its mouth, as if its strength did not match the force of its will. As they galloped along, Cao Pi drew an arrow and pointed it at Zhao Yun’s warhorse. The second before he released it, a screech pierced the air.

With a cry, Fei Yu shot down like a streak of lightning. Cao Pi screamed as it tore a chunk from the back of his hand, blood cascading from the wound. His subordinates panicked, but Fei Yu vanished as quickly as it appeared.

Zhou Yu led his own cavalry hurriedly out from the mountain path and reached back, shooting an arrow that knocked the foremost Cao soldier off his horse.

“Gongjin!” Zhao Yun called.

Zhou Yu wheeled his horse horizontally to block the path, and the thousands of Cao troops halted, forming a dense defense around Cao Pi. From the open plains in front of the mountain, from the forest, from the wilderness all around them arose torches, the amount of which could only be held by tens of thousands of men. Cao Pi realized he’d fallen into a trap.

“You’ve grown up, Ziheng,” Zhou Yu said solemnly, pulling out the Chijun Sword and waving it slightly. Cao Pi narrowed his eyes, avoiding the flash of moonlight it reflected.

“It’s been a long time,” Cao Pi said, “Gongjin-dage.”

“Sun Quan has grown up,” Zhou Yu remarked. “When you have time, you should come to Eastern Wu to reminisce. I’ll be taking this man. If you insist on continuing your pursuit and find yourself in the midst of the Liu army, don’t blame your Gongjin-dage for being unable to rescue you.”

Zhao Yun raised his sword, turning his horse alongside the other, shoulder to shoulder with Zhou Yu.

“Turn back,” Zhao Yun urged. “We will fight again in the future.”

Cao Pi smiled and whistled, but the sound seemed tinged with odd intent. It caused the two armies, staring each other down, and even Zhao Yun, much awkwardness.

“Oh well,” Cao Pi drawled. “Once we’ve conquered Jiangdong, we’ll drink some wine and wax nostalgic.”

That said, Cao Pi ordered the soldiers to withdraw to camp.

 

***

 

Only after the Cao troops retreated did Zhou Yu force out a long-held breath. 

“Lord Xuande is waiting for you in Xiakou,” he told Zhao Yun.

“Bringing along so many men solely for the sake of saving me…” Zhao Yun protested. “Gongjin, you shouldn’t…”

“I set up this deception,” Zhou Yu replied. “The torches were placed beforehand; there’s only two hundred soldiers here. I’ll be off now!”

“Where are you going?” Zhao Yun called distantly.

“I’ll be waiting for you in Jiangdong!” Zhou Yu shouted back.

 

***

 

After their farewell on the slopes of Changban, Zhou Yu swiftly led his troops back to the riverbank, some ten miles from Gong’an. Lü Meng’s fleet was waiting at the pier, and by the time Zhou Yu crossed the river with Fei Yu perched on his shoulder, the sky was already faintly lit.

“Where is Zhugong?” Zhou Yu asked as soon as they arrived.

“Zhuge Liang is currently in a debate with the literary officials,” Lü Meng said, leading his horse over. “Zhugong wants you to head there immediately.”

 

***

 

“The thief Cao holds millions of troops under his command…”

Zhou Yu hurried to Sun Quan’s residence and was about to enter when Zhuge Liang’s voice rang out from the hall. Zhou Yu stopped and hovered outside, listening quietly.

“So what if he has millions?” came Zhuge Liang’s arrogant voice.

Zhou Yu glanced at Lü Meng, waving his hand to direct him to pause as well. The two of them stood, eavesdropping.

“Where are Cao Cao’s troops coming from? They are nothing more than Yuan Shao’s defeated troops and Liu Biao’s remnants that he’s absorbed into his own ranks. Such a motley crew is not enough to strike fear into me.”

Yu Fan chuckled coldly. “Not enough to strike fear into you? Liu Yuzhou’s11 men number in the mere thousands, and he abandoned Jing Province to its fate when he fled to Xiakou. The only way forward for him is for his entire army to pitch themselves into the river, and yet you say this is not enough to strike fear into you?”

“It is exactly because of this that my family’s zhugong would rather die than surrender,” Zhuge Liang replied lightly. “He is truly unafraid. Whether or not the Marquis of Wu is afraid will depend on the individuals here. I imagine he was initially confident, but the more you speak about this, the more afraid he will become.”

When he heard that, Zhou Yu quietly spoke to Lü Meng. “We must keep him here. We cannot let him leave.”

Lü Meng nodded and went forth as ordered to make the arrangements.

 

***

 

The face of every official in the hall was painted with a foul expression. No one dared speak as they looked to Sun Quan.

Sun Quan was so furious that his body trembled. Zhou Yu strode into the hall, and everyone remained seated but bowed to greet him. He gestured loosely to return their greetings. Zhuge Liang quickly ascertained Zhou Yu’s identity, as only two people in Jiangdong—Zhou Yu and Zhang Zhao—were not required to greet the Marquis of Wu upon seeing him.

Zhou Yu climbed the steps, taking a seat to Sun Quan’s right. He set one hand on Sun Quan’s shoulder.

“From what you’ve seen,” Zhou Yu said, “how many troops does Cao Cao control?”

Zhuge Liang smiled. “In total, one million, five hundred thousand.”

Sun Quan laughed mirthlessly. “The more Kongming-xiansheng says, the further he strays. You wouldn’t happen to be trying to deceive us now, would you?”

Zhuge Liang ignored Lu Su’s expression, and he continued to smile. “I do not exaggerate. For Liu Yuzhou’s army to fight against the Cao troops is like striking an egg against a rock.”

“Since he has one and a half million men, why has Liu Yuzhou not surrendered yet?” Zhou Yu asked.

“Soldiers can be killed but must not be humiliated,” Zhuge Liang replied mildly. “With Tian Heng and his five hundred followers, and Jing Ke’s failed assassination, both chose to die rather than suffer humiliation. My family’s zhugong acts out of benevolence and upholds morality, so he would rather die than suffer humiliation. Since the Marquis of Wu takes good care of his people, I dare not delude myself into thinking he will drag Jiangdong into this mess of a battle.”

Sun Quan’s temper finally boiled over, and he reached back, drawing the sword belted at Zhou Yu’s waist out of its sheath. He swung it down against the table, instantly splitting it into two chunks of wood.

“Whoever speaks of surrender will suffer the same fate as this table.” 

Sun Quan rose and cast his gaze over the entire hall of advisors. No one risked making a sound.

 

***

 

That afternoon, a light breeze swept past Sun Quan as he quietly sat in the hall. His hands were pressed against his knees.

“Kongming and I discussed it,” Zhou Yu said as he entered. “Zijing also finished his investigation. No one in Eastern Wu is secretly communicating with anyone in the Cao camp.”

Sun Quan nodded. “Have Liu Xuande’s citizens crossed the river already?”

“The boats have already been sent out to ferry them,” Zhou Yu replied, “and I will personally oversee that effort.”

Sun Quan let out a long breath. “Gongjin-dage.”

He rose, walking to the window overlooking the river, staring out over the vast, rippling waters.

“Do you think anyone will remember this battle a hundred years, a thousand years later?” Sun Quan asked, turning back around. “When that time comes, will Jiangdong still exist?”

“Yu the Great divided the land into nine provinces and crafted the nine ding. The emperor of Qin united the six states. The Xiang king and the founder of the Han dynasty fought for control of the world,” Zhou Yu said solemnly. “Division and reunification have always been a part of the natural order of things. Battles where the few overcame the many are not nonexistent; they are merely rare.

“Until the last second, no one can determine victory and defeat,” Zhou Yu continued. “Just like how, without putting the lid on the coffin, there is no way to judge the measure of a man. But this great battle, no matter the rise and fall of future empires, will never be forgotten. Come with me for a walk; don’t stand around here and daydream.”

 

***

 

Sun Quan’s forehead was furrowed in a permanent knot. He’d finally made his decision, but he had no plan for how or when this battle was to be fought. As for Zhou Yu, he strolled leisurely along the riverbank.

The two arrived at the pier to find Liu Bei’s refugee troops climbing off the boats. The entire pier was so crowded with people that not even a drop of water could squeeze through the crowd. Lü Meng and Gan Ning led their men in directing and dispersing the people throughout the city. People pressed by each other, cries and shouts accompanying the citizens as they walked ashore. Children whined and wailed, but Zhou Yu started chuckling as he observed.

“This is the first time in my life I’ve encountered such a thing,” Zhou Yu said helplessly.

“Me too,” Sun Quan said.

“There could be assassins in this huge mess,” Lü Meng said quietly as he forced himself between the throngs. “How could you two come here just like this?”

“No worries,” Zhou Yu replied. “I have a handle on it.”

Sun Quan was relieved to know that any assassins or spies mingling with the refugees could never escape Zhou Yu’s keen eyes. Lü Meng, however, still sent a handful of his troops to stand guard around Sun Quan. Every citizen who climbed ashore was subject to inspection, to ensure they carried no weapons.

“I remember ten years ago,” Zhou Yu said, “your brother knew this battle would be upon us sooner or later.”

“I remember you were the one to say those words,” Sun Quan replied, gently pushing back. “You said if we were victorious in the Battle of Guandu, this battle would be pushed back for ten years. It has finally come. We have no choice but to face Cao Ziheng.”

“Back then you stole my troops to help him achieve victory. Do you regret that decision now?” Zhou Yu asked.

“I do not.” With a shake of his sleeves, Sun Quan walked slowly forward, smiling at Liu Bei, just disembarking.

“Liu Yuzhou.” Sun Quan did not address him as “royal uncle,” evidently unwilling to play along with Liu Bei’s schemes. 

However, Liu Bei understood the importance of this situation and went forth to pay his respects. Tears glinted in his eyes as his voice trembled. “On behalf of the citizens of Jingzhou, Bei thanks the Marquis of Wu for saving their lives!”

Before Liu Bei could fully kneel, Sun Quan took his arm, trying to lift him upward. “Please, rise.” 

Liu Bei was adamant on paying respects to him with this grand gesture and refused to stand. He prostrated himself in front of the shocked Sun Quan. Across the entire pier, tens of thousands of people knelt at once in a majestic spectacle.

Sun Quan looked back at Zhou Yu, who gestured for him to kneel as well. With a wave of his sleeves, Sun Quan returned the greeting to Liu Bei. Their backs both faced the sky as they greeted each other with great formality. The citizens began to cry, thanking Liu Bei and Eastern Wu for their hospitality and kindness.

Zhou Yu surveyed the entire assembly, spotting Zhao Yun in the crowd, clad in a gray robe. He gestured at him, but Zhao Yun waved a hand; he could not leave his position at the moment. Sun Quan received Liu Bei as a guest. Surrounded by his commanders, he personally escorted Liu Bei, fatigued from the journey, to his estate. Zhou Yu remained to oversee the relocation while Lü Meng cleared out space in the eastern part of the city for Liu Bei’s citizens and troops to make camp.

After a whole day and night of effort, everyone settled in the next day. Zhou Yu only managed to sleep four hours, so his illness progressed in severity, and he coughed nonstop as he studied the military records.

Xiao Qiao frowned. “Zhou-lang, you must rest for a while.”

Zhou Yu dismissed her with a waved hand. A cold breeze blew through the room. Winter’s cold, dry air had him wrapped tight in his robes as he took a brief respite in front of a brazier.

“What is the situation, according to the reports from the northern bank?” Xiao Qiao asked worriedly.

“Cao Cao lashed his warships together, chaining them in place. It looks like he’s preparing to cross the river.”

“You should sleep for a while,” Xio Qiao said. “You can return to overtaxing yourself after you wake up.”

Zhou Yu muttered a noise of agreement and closed his eyes.

 

***

 

“The Cao troops are here, and you’re sleeping?” Sun Ce’s slap landed on Zhou Yu’s shoulder, and he immediately startled awake.

“Bofu?” Zhou Yu asked, voice stricken with disbelief.

Sun Ce smiled, sitting on the steps in front of Zhou Yu’s desk, his back facing him. In the moment that he had startled awake, Zhou Yu hadn’t had the chance to see Sun Ce’s face.

“Bofu!” Zhou Yu almost overturned the table in his haste to grab his shoulder, trying to make him turn his head. Sun Ce refused.

Instead, he looked out over the river outside the doorway. “Gongjin, you’ve worked hard. Do you think this battle can be won?”

“I don’t know,” Zhou Yu said, shaking his head. “Bofu, you’re still alive?”

Sun Ce finally turned his head.

His face was still as youthful and fresh as Zhou Yu remembered, and he was evidently in high spirits. His features were distinct and well-formed, and his bright eyes shone out from under his sharp brows. His lips twitched but did not rise, though the hint of a smile played about the corners of his mouth.

“Bofu…” 

Zhou Yu could no longer withhold his emotions. His red-rimmed eyes overflowed with tears, his voice trembled, and his lips quivered. He reached out his fingers to brush Sun Ce’s cheek, but Sun Ce took his hand and smiled, hooking an arm around his shoulders.

“Hey, what are you crying for?” Sun Ce chuckled, pulling him into his arms the exact same way he did when they were young. “Are you afraid?” he asked.

Zhou Yu shook his head. His eyes, full of grief and tension and brimming with tears, locked fixedly onto Sun Ce.
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“I do not have anything left to lose,” Zhou Yu said. “When this battle begins, Xiao Qiao will take our child with her back to Fuchun. If Jiangdong is to lose, I will offer up my life as a sacrifice in exchange.”

Sun Ce smiled. “You cannot lose. Why would you suggest it? You have never been one to lose in the past.”

Zhou Yu grasped Sun Ce’s hand, sitting side by side with him in front of the staircase. He stared at his face, lost in thought. His brows, his eyes, the bridge of his nose, the gentle curve of his lips—these were all things Zhou Yu remembered so well. Nine years of light and shadow passed so fleetingly quick, yet not even a single detail faded from his mind.

“My dad said that for those who do not seek battle, it is very difficult to motivate them to fight,” Sun Ce said earnestly to Zhou Yu after thinking for a moment. “But those same people, as soon as they’ve made their decision, it is impossible to convince them otherwise. They will be more fierce and courageous than anyone else, because they gave themselves no option to retreat and no other path to walk.”

Zhou Yu smiled sorrowfully. “This battle was destined since that day, ten years ago, you and I argued.”

“Have you decided if you will fight?” Sun Ce glanced at the water outside, then back to Zhou Yu.

“I haven’t,” Zhou Yu replied. “I have not yet made up my mind, but I can’t say that. If I say that, Sun Quan will be even more anxious.”

“Don’t worry about that brat,” Sun Ce said. “I still remember the night after you helped me conquer the Wu Commandery. Do you remember?”

“Attacking from the inside and out at the same time?” Zhou Yu’s emotions gradually calmed.

He did remember that night. They sent a merrily burning centipede kite high into the sky; it looked like a long dragon as flames ate at it. It fell toward Xu Gong’s estate, and in the chaos, Sun Ce took the opportunity to invade the Wu Commandery.

“Shh.” Sun Ce shushed him before recreating that dragon in a lifelike manner, his fingers fluttering back and forth through the air.

 

***

 

“Zhou-lang?” Xiao Qiao gently nudged Zhou Yu, who jumped, suddenly awake. He was drenched in a cold sweat, and he coughed fiercely.

“Are you all right?” Xiao Qiao asked, worried. “I heard you calling out Bofu’s name.”

Unsettled, Zhou Yu faced the curtain, which still rippled in the wind. His entire body was frigid, and he couldn’t stop trembling.

“Drink some medicine and go sleep inside,” Xiao Qiao advised. “You’ve overworked yourself.”

Zhou Yu’s eyes narrowed as he thought of that fiery, blazing dragon on that night.

“It’s all right,” Zhou Yu said. “There’s no need to worry about me.”

 

***

 

The sky was growing dark with the advent of night. Zhou Yu stood, going into the room to pack his wife’s things.

“I won’t go!” Xiao Qiao’s voice teemed with reluctance.

Zhou Yu packed away Xiao Qiao’s personal belongings. “You must go. You cannot stay here.”

“If the Cao troops make it to shore,” Xiao Qiao said, “I brought a dagger.”

“Are you asking our child to lose his mother as well?” Zhou Yu asked.

Xiao Qiao’s breath stuttered, and she fell silent. Zhou Yu continued to pack. Husband and wife sat together, and Zhou Yu swept Xiao Qiao’s bangs to one side.

“If you return, I won’t need to worry about how things are at home,” Zhou Yu said slowly.

“Did you dream of Bofu?” Xiao Qiao held Zhou Yu’s fingers, studying him like he was a stranger.

Zhou Yu nodded, and the two spoke no further. 

When dawn rose, Zhou Yu saw Xiao Qiao off at the pier. A lone boat floated away, bearing Xiao Qiao and their son bundled on her back, escorted by several soldiers. It headed down the Changjiang toward Fuchun.

 

***

 

All that remained was a qin, a pot of tea, and an illustrated sheepskin.

On that map, the Changjiang seemed to take on the form of the burning centipede kite, ready to swoop into their faces at any moment.

“An army of eight hundred thousand.” Zhao Yun’s voice could be heard from outside the door. “When we combine our forces, we only number fifty thousand. How are we supposed to fight this battle?”

“Everyone’s asking the same question,” Zhou Yu said. “Even Bofu specially visited this world to ask me.”

Zhao Yun smiled and leaned against the railing in front of the corridor, his arms crossed. The tip of his boot grazed the ground lightly, and clad in his white armor, he still looked like the youthful general he once was. The only difference was his features had matured with age.

“You’ve grown old,” Zhou Yu said mildly.

“You have as well,” Zhao Yun replied. “You aged faster than I have. There are already white hairs at your temples.”

“Though you age physically, your heart is not old,” Zhou Yu said. “Though I am not old physically, my heart is.”

Zhao Yun patted Zhou Yu’s arm, sitting down next to him. There was too much to say, too much personal history to reminisce about, so much between them that they found it difficult to voice.

After a while, their silent recollections of years past turned into a smile they shared, and they never brought them up again.

Zhou Yu was the first to speak.

“Why did you return to Changban?”

“To save someone.”

“Save who?”

“A-Dou.”

Zhou Yu looked confused. 

“Zhugong’s son,” Zhao Yun explained.

“Oh,” Zhou Yu said. “Since Cao Pi chased you so doggedly, he’s probably jealous, but I never saw this A-Dou you brought.”

Zhao Yun explained to Zhou Yu: how he took the infant in swaddling clothes from Lady Gan’s own hands, how he tied the infant to his chest and carried him away. Zhou Yu didn’t notice because it was dark and they were in danger, but now he knew he felt a prickle of fear from how narrow of an escape that had been. But Zhao Yun’s tale tickled him pink.

“If Liu Yuzhou doesn’t even want his own son, why did you do all this?” Zhou Yu asked. “Does your own life not measure up to that of a child’s?”

“He is Zhugong’s legitimate heir,” Zhao Yun replied.

Zhou Yu left that alone. He put the map away and boiled some water for Zhao Yun’s tea. “How will we break through our enemy’s defenses?”

Zhao Yun shrugged. “I don’t know, but the heavens do. Aren’t you fearless? Or have you not yet come to a decision?”

“Aren’t you also undecided?” Zhou Yu shot back. “But I see you aren’t afraid either.”

Zhao Yun and Zhou Yu both laughed, and after a few minutes, Zhou Yu shook his head helplessly.

“Bofu visited?” Zhao Yun asked.

“Zilong, do you think people live on as ghosts after they die?” Zhou Yu asked. Zhao Yun remained silent, and without waiting for him to reply, Zhou Yu continued, “I did not believe in ghosts and gods before, but since Bofu left, I have had no choice but to believe. No matter how much I deny or how often I tried, my own reluctance caused such a belief, because I hoped Bofu would enter my dreams and find me.

“Nine years,” Zhou Yu murmured. “In these nine years, not a single night passed where I dreamed of him. But last night, when I was unable to find my resolve, only then he appeared in my dream.”

Zhao Yun sipped his tea, choosing to remain silent.

Zhou Yu continued, “I hoped that if I thought about him every day, he would come to me in my dreams, yet that did not happen. Now I’m afraid I thought of him too much.”

“Bofu entrusted his orphan12 to you,” Zhao Yun replied, “and I imagine you never let him down over the years, which was why he never sought you out.”

Zhao Yun smiled at Zhou Yu once more.

“But now, my faith has been shaken,” Zhou Yu said with great feeling. “Maybe he showed up now because of that.”

“As of now, my family’s zhugong, your family’s zhugong, the safety of the thousands of residents of Jiangdong, and the future status of the entire world all rest solely on your shoulders,” Zhao Yun said.

“Don’t assume an alliance too soon,” Zhou Yu replied mildly. “Ten years ago, I told Sun Quan we would fight a battle like this with the Cao family. Perhaps in ten years, you and I will no longer be allies either.”

When this sentiment left him, Zhou Yu swept his fingers over the strings of the qin, which sang crisply. 

He smiled. “If you and I cross swords again in the future…”

“Even if that day does come,” Zhao Yun said calmly, “right now, it is good we can appreciate the sound of the qin and drink a cup of tea together.”

“Your family’s strategist is a sharp character,” Zhou Yu said.

Zhao Yun let that pass with a simple smile before rising, placing the cup upside down on the table, and walking to the door.

“May your journey be smooth,” Zhou Yu said. “I won’t see you off.”

“Let us gain victory in this battle,” Zhao Yun replied.

 

***

 

Several days later, Zhou Yu reviewed their troops. When he arrived at Sun Quan’s manor, the commanders in the Liu and Sun camps were embroiled in a heated argument, their entire faces up to their ears red from anger. The moment Zhou Yu arrived, however, everyone fell silent.

He first greeted Sun Quan and Liu Bei by cupping his hands before taking a seat by Sun Quan’s side.

“What are you arguing about?” Zhou Yu asked.

Zhuge Liang smiled vaguely, but he didn’t reply.

“The Cao troops are on the verge of crossing the river!” Guan Yu groused, his hair flaring outward in anger. “And yet your great Eastern Wu is here still cleaning out all sorts of heretical believers and supporters of evil from your own ranks! You want to chip away at their boats splinter by splinter? You think you can chip away all of them?!”

“General Guan’s words are logical,” Zhuge Liang said.

Gan Ning was about to argue back, only to be quashed under a glare from Lu Su. 

Zhuge Liang briefly described his plan. “Since the Cao troops are starting their attack, they must have long since made their preparations. They’re attempting an attack from both the inside and outside, so the strategy of whittling down their boats will probably not work, I’m afraid.”

“Why don’t you suggest a plan, then?” Zhu Zhi mocked. “What’s the point of just standing around and refuting our ideas?”

“Oh!” Huang Gai said, scoffing. “Kongming-xiansheng does not have a naval background, so how would he know how to fight battles on the water?”

“If you know yourself and your enemy, you will not lose in a hundred battles,” Zhuge Liang shot back. “Governor, you have sat and observed for a long while now. Why don’t we listen to what the governor has in mind?”

Zhuge Liang’s words turned every gaze in the hall to Zhou Yu. He would never choose to have a battle of words with Zhuge Liang at such an important time; a self-involved clash of wills was less important than a winning strategy. 

Zhou Yu pondered for a brief moment. “Zhugong, Lord Liu, please determine if this plan will do.

“Cao Cao’s armies sit on the northern bank, and the foot soldiers and cavalry number about three hundred and fifty thousand in total. These figures are confirmed,” Zhou Yu said to the gathered group. “Jing Province only surrendered recently and the hearts of the people are uneasy, so Cao Cao will not completely rely on Cai Mao and Zhang Yun. Cao Cao is a distrustful man, prone to suspecting others, so sowing discord between the two surrendered generals of Jing Province and Cao Cao shall be the first part of this strategy.

“Our first wave of enemies will be the hundred thousand naval troops aboard these ships, and they will not be solely comprising Cai Mao and Zhang Yun’s men. Cao Cao will filter his men into their ranks, to take over command of Cai Mao’s divisions.

“According to my estimates, this will be something near a three-seven split: three parts Jing Province troops, seven parts Cao troops. That is to say, thirty thousand Jing troops and seventy thousand Cao troops.

“Of those seventy thousand Cao troops, at least a half will fall seasick and not pose a threat,” Zhou Yu continued in a detached tone, spreading out the map of the Changjiang. “So we truly face less than fifty thousand enemies.

“As for how we use our armies to destroy these fifty thousand soldiers,” Zhou Yu said, “that is a long and complicated process. This will be the first time Cao Cao is leading a navy, and it will not go well. Han Xin’s method of spreading his men out can be described as ‘the more the better,’ so Cao Cao will be commanding three warships at most. More will inevitably prove to be hindrance rather than help.

“We will disrupt the flag signals they use to communicate between ships,” Zhou Yu continued. “Especially with the formation—”

“Stop right there.” Zhuge Liang interrupted.

“What shit are you about to spew now?!” Gan Ning raged, finally unable to withhold his curses. “Motherfucker! My family’s governor commanded the navy for ten years! How dare a yellow-bellied—”

Zhou Yu frowned faintly and glanced at Gan Ning, who reluctantly swallowed his anger.

With a smile, Zhuge Liang said, “A good friend from my youth is currently serving in Cao Cao’s army. His name is Pang Shiyuan, and he has passed information to me.”

“Kongming-xiansheng, please continue,” Zhou Yu said. He had not anticipated Zhuge Liang’s words to be the turning point for the great battle ahead.

“Someone proposed a strategy to Cao Cao. The northerners are prone to seasickness and not well-versed in naval battles, but there is a way to solve that, which is why he used iron chains to bind all the large ships together, so as to reduce the force of the waves on each one individually.

“The Jing Province navy has become one entity. Though it lowers the risk of seasickness, it makes the boats clumsy, cumbersome, and difficult to maneuver,” Zhuge Liang continued. “But that way, the Cao troops can safely set foot on the opposite shore.”

The hall was so silent one could hear a pin drop. If Cao Cao did thusly, their hundreds of large ships could easily come to each other’s assistance, aligning themselves, row after row, in an impregnable defense stretching all the way to the other shore. All his strategy required was for the first boat to successfully reach the shore, and the foot soldiers would pour forth, overwhelming their opponents like the tide.

“This strategy is very simple,” Zhuge Liang said, “but it has its disadvantages. If we can destroy the metal ship array, the Cao troops will need to retreat.”

Blood roiled in Zhou Yu’s chest, and his mind spun dizzily. An idea was sparking in his head, but he couldn’t quite grasp it.

In the darkness, everyone’s voices fell away, and a kite transformed into a long dragon billowing with flames, sparking as it floated over the surface of the river.

Zhou Yu’s eyes shot open.

“Governor!” Cheng Pu hurried forward to help steady him.

Zhou Yu hurriedly waved his hand in dismissal, coughing nonstop. He clutched at Sun Quan’s robe and hacked up a mouthful of blood.

“I’m all right,” Zhou Yu said, panting.

Sun Quan looked over Zhou Yu, who carefully fixed Sun Quan’s robe.

“I have a plan in mind,” Zhou Yu said. “Commanders, please rest assured. The battlefield simply requires a helping hand from the heavens to determine the success or failure of my proposition. After this, all we will have left to do is wait.”

“If that is the case, let the governor decide what commanders and what squadrons shall be sent out,” Liu Bei said. “Governor, you have full right to command every army, and all shall follow your orders.”

Zhou Yu nodded and cupped his hands at the group. He accepted Sun Quan’s command tally.

 

***

 

The rest dispersed. Zhuge Liang left the governor’s manor with Liu Bei, who insisted on staying in the camp in the east of the city. The two conversed along the way. 

“In Eastern Wu, Zhang Zhao lost the trust of his master, while Zhou Yu is hobbled by an illness that hid itself for many years,” Zhuge Liang mused. “After the battle is over, Zhugong is in a good position to ask to borrow Jing Province from Sun Quan.”

Liu Bei thought for a long while before replying, “Jing Province did not originally belong to Eastern Wu. However, the Sun family, Huang Zu, and Lord Jingsheng have had many disputes over it. I’m afraid I may not be able to bring myself to ask that question.”

“Zhugong only needs to ask,” Zhuge Liang said. “Zhou Yu already has a plan, and victory in this battle is at hand. But it will not be a decisive victory, as Cao Cao’s army will simply retreat to Xiangyang. When that time comes, Sun Quan will still need us to fend off Cao Cao’s army.”

 

***

 

Back in the governor’s manor, Zhou Yu continued to cough. Sun Quan stood by, concern coloring his expression.

“Gongjin-dage,” Sun Quan said, a quiver in his voice.

“It is all right,” Zhou Yu replied. “The arrival of winter’s cold weather has harmed my lungs, that’s all. The seed of this illness was planted a very long time ago.”

“I heard Zhuge Liang is well-versed in the medical arts,” Sun Quan said. “Shall I ask him to come and have a look at you?”

“I fell severely ill when I was five; not even an immortal can fix that,” Zhou Yu said, sipping his tea. “Allow me to ask something of you, Zhongmou. Once we win this battle, you must keep Zhuge Liang and Liu Bei in Jiangdong, as hostages.”

Sun Quan jumped. “How could I do such a thing to our allies?”

Zhou Yu looked at Sun Quan, his eyes filled with complicated emotion.



Chapter 11:
Chi Bi

 

“BEFORE HE PASSED, Sun Ce left Sun Quan in the care of Zhou Yu and Zhang Zhao. If they did not know Sun Ce’s last words, I imagine we would not be here now, either.

“They maintained their roles as he directed long ago: For internal affairs, ask Zhang Zhao. For external affairs, ask Zhou Yu.” Liu Bei smiled helplessly.

Zhuge Liang stroked his beard. “Zhou Yu’s hidden illness is a stroke of misfortune for Eastern Wu. On the other hand, it is a great stroke of fortune for Zhugong.”

Zhuge Liang and Liu Bei strode through the camp, Zhao Yun following silently behind them. 

Liu Bei shook his head. “You must not say that. We are guests, and Eastern Wu is our host. This is the precise time we must work in tandem to overcome these hardships.”

Zhuge Liang looked over at Zhao Yun, who seemed to still be deep in thought. 

Liu Bei continued, “Zilong, in your opinion, what is Governor Zhou like, as a person?”

“Though he does not speak much,” Zhao Yun replied, “he never conceals himself behind others. In the far past, when Cao Pi and I found ourselves trapped in Shouchun, it was thanks to Zhou Yu’s assistance that we were able to escape. Bofu was magnanimous and affable, prone to whimsy, while Gongjin was steady and reliable, resolute in his decisions.”

“This proposal to ally ourselves with Eastern Wu to oppose Cao Cao: How much of it do you think is real, and how much is fake?” Liu Bei asked.

Zhao Yun sucked in a deep breath. “All of it is real. Gongjin never goes back on his word.” 

Zhuge Liang cut in. “Ever since Sun Ce passed away, I thought Zhou Yu no longer paid attention to the matters of Jiangdong. But now that I think about it, someone who speaks little, remains detached, and retreats again and again—when they find they have no other choice but to attack, they are more resolute than anyone else.”

“Exactly.” Liu Bei nodded. “Supposing the governor’s illness can be permanently cured, I will need to ask for Xiansheng’s help with that.”

Zhuge Liang chuckled and shook his head loosely. “Zilong, you are old acquaintances with Jiangdong,” Liu Bei continued. “Do you know the cause of Zhou Yu’s illness?”

Zhao Yun searched his memories for a long time. “Back in the day I heard Gongjin mention it once or twice. As a child he fell into the water, and that harmed his lungs. That was the root of the illness, but when Bofu was still alive, Gongjin warned me time and again to never bring it up.”

“If that is truly the case,” Zhuge Liang replied, “even Hua Tuo would be unable to cure such a sickness.”

Though it was after midday, Zhuge Liang, Liu Bei, and Zhao Yun spoke for a while more. Right now, a hundred thousand people, from the entirety of Jiangdong to the troops of the allied forces of Sun and Liu, all awaited Zhou Yu’s final stratagem. The day of Cao Cao’s river crossing also crept closer and closer, but no one had a clue as to how this battle was to be fought and won.

 

***

 

A strong wind blew across the river from west to east, sending the military flags flapping crisply.

Zhuge Liang stood by the edge of the river, facing the wind, his robes billowing. Clad in a military outfit, Zhou Yu walked toward him, following the bank of the river. 

Zhuge Liang didn’t turn his head to look. “Strong winds churn up great waves along the Changjiang, and the remarkable land of Jiangdong produces heroes among men. Even though we may march to our deaths tomorrow, I have borne witness to the happenings of today. My visit to Jiangdong has not been in vain.”

“No matter how majestic the scenery, if you look upon it every day, you too will tire of it,” Zhou Yu replied casually. “These views are nothing more than boundless landscapes in the eyes of those who have left us and are not even worth mentioning.”

With a smile, Zhuge Liang faced Zhou Yu, taking in the pallor of the man’s sheet-white face. It contrasted heavily with the black scale armor he wore, his sword belted at his waist.

“I imagine the governor has a strategy in mind.”

“Xiansheng, please come with me.” Zhou Yu gestured for him to follow.

Zhuge Liang and Zhou Yu walked downstream to the naval headquarters. The navy’s grounds allowed no entry to outsiders, so the guards were on alert but bowed when they recognized Zhou Yu. 

Lu Su, Sun Quan, Gan Ning, Cheng Pu, Huang Gai, and the other advisors all sat, arrayed majestically in the tent. A huge water table, ten paces wide and a hundred long, was set out, hundreds of miniature boats linked together with grass ropes arranged along the northern shore.

Zhuge Liang cupped his hands and bowed in Sun Quan’s direction. Zhou Yu indicated that they could begin.

“In a few days, the Cao army will draw close to the eastern shore,” Zhou Yu said. “Forty-one ships from our side must sail, bearing full loads of oil and a thousand men, who shall sacrifice themselves to destroy the Cao army.

“Oil is lighter than water.” Zhou Yu dragged the Cao ships to the eastern bank while Gan Ning and Ling Tong used wooden pegs to push the Eastern Wu navy along in a pincer attack, the jaws closing around the line of Cao warships. The empty boats bore kerosene and dry thatch.

“After the two sides engage in a brief period of close-quarters combat,” Zhou Yu continued, “the oil ships will collide with the warships.”

The two commanders pushed the boats to the middle and the forty-one small ships overturned, dumping kerosene into the water. Lu Su waved a lit fold of paper and ignited the thatch, then threw it into the water table. The fire instantly burst to life and spread, tongues of flame that engulfed the entire connected string of boats.

Everyone was silent. Amid the black water, the Cao army’s warships disintegrated into pieces while attempting to retreat toward the southern shore, still linked by chains of fire.

A black sky reflected in Zhou Yu’s eyes, lit only by the glitter of that kite slowly dissolving into the night, trailing flames and sparks. It was as if Sun Ce was on that opposite shore, his warhorse charging at top speed toward them.

“Gongjin!” Sun Ce shouted, smiling.

“Governor?” Sun Quan asked.

Zhou Yu shook back to awareness, only to find all eyes on him. Lu Su gestured, and Zhou Yu came back to himself fully. 

After he thought for a moment, he said, “As soon as the fire breaks out, the Cao army has two options left.”

“One is to retreat,” Zhuge Liang submitted, replying to the unasked question in lieu of Zhou Yu’s explanation. “But as soon as he retreats, our side will be victorious. If a fire spreads along the surface of the river, it will be too difficult to pay attention to the front and rear, and they will panic and undoubtedly tangle themselves up.”

“Exactly,” Zhou Yu said. “The second is to cut off all means of retreat, ignore the fire, and forcefully rush to the other shore. But if a fire has already broken out before they try to gain the eastern shore, it will be too late for them to avoid it, and it will be the foot soldiers putting their lives on the line to gain the shore. As long as we hold out when the large warships hit the shore, all we need to do is survive until the boats in the back start to burn. Even if Cao Cao is a military god descended to this earth, he will not be able to salvage this.”

“There’s no need to wait for them,” Zhuge Liang pointed out. “As soon as we implement this stratagem, the entirety of Cao Cao’s army will burn to death in the middle of the river. They will never set foot on any shore again.”

“This is a good strategy, Governor.” Only now could Sun Quan finally wipe away his sweat and truly relax.

“Though we have a strategy,” Zhou Yu said, “there are many variables; anything can change. Everyone who is gathered here today must keep this a secret. The reason I only brought Xiansheng here is not because I don’t trust Liu Yuzhou…”

“I understand.” Zhuge Liang cupped his hands at everyone in the room.

Zhou Yu continued, “This strategy requires the correct timing, the correct geography, and the correct reactions from our men and our enemies. If we lack even one of those variables, it will fail. How to burn as many Cao ships as possible is something the assembled commanders and I will need to discuss at length.”

Zhou Yu’s fire-based plan evidently settled Zhuge Liang’s nerves as well. Since it was a timely matter, he needed to return to explain everything to Liu Bei, so he left.

The rest cleaned up the water table. Zhou Yu was still absorbed in thought, and only after everyone except Sun Quan left did he begin letting out a violent cough. Sun Quan stroked Zhou Yu’s back soothingly.

“After this battle is over,” Zhou Yu murmured, “if we are able to grasp victory, this world shall be yours.” He turned his head to study Sun Quan’s eyes, which were shining with valor. “Have you decided what you will say that day?”

Sun Quan knew Zhou Yu was pressuring him into making his choice. If they managed to win the Battle of Chi Bi and detain Liu Bei, Cao Cao would retreat back to Ye City, while Eastern Wu would ride the wave of victory to the Jing Province. If they added Yi Province to the fold afterward, then Sun Quan and Cao Cao would each rule over half the world.

But he still could not give Zhou Yu a clear response.

“How did you think of such a strategy?” Sun Quan asked instead, smiling.

Zhou Yu did not mind the change in subject. “If I told you it was because your brother came into my dreams and inspired me, would you believe it?”

Sun Quan nodded eagerly. After witnessing his reaction, Zhou Yu turned and left.

 

***

 

Several days passed with no news from the western shore. No decision was made on the eastern shore either, but only the marshals of each side knew why they waited.

“What day shall the battle happen?” Liu Bei’s voice arrived before his body, and he appeared with Guan Yu, Zhang Fei, Zhao Yun, Zhuge Liang, and the other advisors, evidently paying a visit.

“To destroy Lord Cao, we must attack with fire. Everything is in place, although we lack the east wind,” Zhou Yu replied as he read a book, unconcerned.

Liu Bei sat down in the hall. “If the east wind does not blow…”

“…and the Cao troops arrive first”—Zhou Yu finished the sentence—“then we will be completely annihilated. Not a single one of us will be spared.”

“Tomorrow at twilight,” Zhuge Liang said, “I am willing to cast a spell and pray to the gods, so I may summon the east wind, for the governor’s sake. How does that sound?”

Zhou Yu raised an eyebrow, staring at Zhuge Liang in disbelief.

“Everything is as the heavens will,” Zhou Yu said mildly. “Or does Xiansheng believe the will of men trumps the intent of the heavens?”

“This battle will decide the fate of my Han troops and your Wu troops.” Zhuge Liang smiled wanly. “It will determine the fate of the world and the destiny of that thief Cao. Even if the cost is my own life, I must try.”

Zhou Yu lifted a hand, indicating there was no need to continue. He never believed in the so-called mystic arts, however… He once again looked toward Zhuge Liang. A man with so much blind arrogance would allow his feelings to overrule the fact that the battle situation hinged on the unpredictable will of the heavens.

“Is the governor unable to trust me?” Zhuge Liang asked, uncaring.

Zhou Yu smiled. “I heard Xiansheng learned from a true master who is well versed in astronomy, governance, the harmony of the four spirits,13 and the qimen dunjia,14 so it is expected you have a handle on the situation. However, I do not dare stake the entirety of Jiangdong on a single person.”

“That is reasonable,” Zhuge Liang replied. “In that case, what if this humble servant pledges his life as you will it in the event the strategy fails?”

Countless thoughts immediately flashed through Zhou Yu’s head. If they won this battle, letting Liu Bei go would be equivalent to setting a tiger free so it could return safely to its mountain. If Sun Quan could not bring himself to do it, he would still need to act first, gain the advantage, and detain Liu Bei. Zhuge Liang was offering himself up right now, which was the perfect opportunity.

“Where does Xiansheng need to go to cast the spell?” Zhou Yu asked.

“Right on Mount Nanping,” Zhuge Liang replied, self-assured.

“Then I’ll have Zijing escort Xiansheng there.”

“Of course,” Zhuge Liang said, nodding in agreement.

“No matter what, we must fight tomorrow at twilight,” Liu Bei continued. “We cannot drag this out any longer.”

Zhou Yu’s heartbeat quickened. Grim expressions stained every face around him, but suddenly, he noticed something odd and immediately ordered the guards to accompany him outside.

In the dense mist, the Cao army ships began to silently slide across the river. On the opposite side of the vast river stretched a long, unbroken black shadow.

Zhou Yu sucked in a deep breath, trembling. Tomorrow, the battle would be decided.

“Does the governor believe we will undoubtedly succeed?” Liu Bei asked.

“I do not,” Zhou Yu replied. “The outcome depends solely on the whims of the heavens.”

“Governor!” One of his subordinates dashed in with a report, handing over a secret missive.

As soon as Zhou Yu opened it, his expression immediately changed. 

He cupped his hands at those gathered. “Farewell.”

Zhou Yu left swiftly. Liu Bei and the others were desperately curious, but Zhou Yu was too weighed down by his thoughts to care. According to Gan Ning’s report, it was extremely likely that some information from the Wu army had been leaked. 

When he arrived at the main army headquarters, he gathered the commanders. Zhou Yu first greeted Sun Quan before Gan Ning said, “Thankfully we found out early.”

“Have you uncovered the spy?” Zhou Yu asked.

Huang Gai narrowed his eyes. “Cai He was gathering news from our camp. The first thing he did was seek out a captain under my command to gather as much information on my men as possible. I figured you might find a use for this treacherous envoy, so I did not have him killed.”

Zhou Yu held a secret report Cai He had written for the Cao camp. His back dripped with cold sweat.

The surrendered general had arrived alongside Liu Bei and the rest of his men, but because he was an old acquaintance of a captain in Huang Gai’s troops, Zhou Yu transferred the man under Huang Gai’s command. The spy had previously leaked information some years ago, but this time Zhou Yu was extremely cautious; only those who were in the war meetings could possibly know his plan. Cai He did not know what stratagem was to be employed.

His only conclusion was ascertained from their expressions after they concluded the meeting; he simply guessed Eastern Wu decided on a counterstrategy.

“I remember back in the day, Governor,” Zhu Zhi remarked, “you forged a document tricking Xu Gong into giving up his entire city and also stopped the letter to Shouchun asking for aid. Why not repeat that deception?”

“No,” Zhou Yu said decisively. “I have something else in mind. This is a very important tactic. It may even turn the battle in our favor.”

 

***

 

Sun Quan left to rest late into the night. The last war meeting commenced in the main command tent, but Zhou Yu was immediately faced with a commander boiling with rage.

“If you send men across the river and attack the enemy’s camp first, nothing awaits us but certain death!” Huang Gai raged. “Liu Bei’s men number less than twenty thousand, and even if his entire army concealed themselves in Wulin, they could not secure a guaranteed victory. When Cao Cao crosses the river and comes east, as soon as he takes Chi Bi, how can our meager amount of troops in Wulin stop him?!”

“Elder General Huang, this is not something to concern yourself with,” Zhou Yu assuaged him. “You only need lead your men into battle.”

“I cannot follow these orders!” Huang Gai spat, the words bursting out as if they could not be held back. “This old man helped the Sun family conquer the world—”

“Do you still not hold any respect for your marshal?!” Zhou Yu roared back. “The enemy is pounding on our gates, yet you’re still trying to bargain with me?! Zhugong handed command of the entire navy over to me, which means I am here to command the troops, not discuss my methods with you!”

Every commander spoke at once, urging Zhou Yu to calm down.

“General Huang, you’ve looked down on me ever since the battle on Mount Gu,” Zhou Yu continued, furious. “It was like this back then, and you’re still like this, even now. If you are unable to obey my orders, feel free to leave! Hand over the naval troops under your command!”

Huang Gai was aged and stubborn, and with a thunderous bellow, he shouted, “The men’s hearts are not in it! What is the point of staying?!”

Zhou Yu withdrew a command arrow, prepared to strip away Huang Gai’s rank right then and there. 

Lu Su’s expression immediately tensed. “Governor! Changing out generals right before a battle is a great taboo!”

Zhou Yu was so angry that his entire body shuddered, and he propped himself up with one hand on the table as he coughed violently. Blood splattered across the surface, and everyone around him was scared out of their wits. They immediately moved forward to check on him, but Zhou Yu held up a stolid hand, the command arrow falling to the ground.

“As punishment, you are subject to thirty strikes!” Zhou Yu hissed, blood staining his lips a dark red. “Your rank as general shall be stripped and General Zhu Zhi will replace you. You shall transfer command of your men tonight!”

“Zhou Gongjin!” Huang Gai bellowed. “I will report this to Zhugong!”

Zhou Yu wiped at his mouth, and he replied coldly, “What a pity. With the current battle situation, it is no longer Zhugong’s place to make decisions.”

Huang Gai continued howling as he was dragged away out to the drill grounds. The entire army watched him as he was struck with the cane thirty times. No one else dared to dissent, and the meeting was concluded.

 

***

 

Deep in the night, Huang Gai lay on the bed, his back laced with bloody stripes. Zhou Yu lifted the flap of the tent aside and entered with a medicinal paste. He knelt in front of the bed, applying the medicine to Huang Gai’s wounds.

Huang Gai grunted. “Are you trying to make the beating this old man suffered go to waste?”

Zhou Yu set the paste on the table. He kowtowed three times to Huang Gai. 

“In this battle, Elder Huang may go forth and not return,” he said, solemnly. “Zhou Yu, on behalf of our previous master, kneels in thanks to Elder Huang’s noble character.”

“Go,” Huang Gai said. “Are the small boats ready?”

“Ten thousand pounds of kerosene and a hundred and twenty boats,” Zhou Yu said, rising to his feet, “are all waiting by the shore.”

“Make the preparations immediately,” Huang Gai ordered.

Zhou Yu put his helmet on and left but paused at the tent entrance as he heard hurried footsteps. A captain entered and bowed to Huang Gai.

“Kan Ze,” Huang Gai said. “What news from Cai He’s side?”

“He’s been pacified,” Kan Ze replied. “The news of the beating you endured from the governor already spread through the entire army.”

“Go now and draft me a letter of surrender,” Huang Gai said. “Make sure to bring me to him before midnight so we can talk.”

Kan Ze bowed. “Yessir.”

Zhou Yu stood in front of the tent. When he looked over, someone seemed to be standing beside him.

The silhouette was only a shadow, but the person there was as heroic and handsome as always. He looked exactly like the youth he had been when they first met, and he affectionately slung an arm around Zhou Yu’s shoulders.

“I worry that old General Huang is endangering himself,” he said quietly. “He risked everything for your Sun family his entire life. Even now, as old as he is, he is betting his life once more.”

“Don’t be afraid,” Sun Ce said. “Everything is as the heavens wills it. I’ll be there with you.”

Zhou Yu reached back to hold the hand Sun Ce placed on his shoulder, but Sun Ce dissolved into motes of starlight, vanishing without a trace.

 

***

 

Cai He waited by the river at midnight. The waves lapped gently against the small boat carrying Kan Ze and Huang Gai. When Cai He saw Huang Gai, he hurriedly dropped one knee to the ground, but Kan Ze ushered him to his feet.

Huang Gai was covered in wounds and limped, using his sword as a crutch as he stopped and caught his breath.

“I’m old.” Huang Gai wept, his tears flowing freely. “I never thought the foundation we established for the Polu General would collapse to this level.”

“What are you saying, General?!” Cai He protested hurriedly. “Chancellor Cao is following the orders of the emperor himself to subdue Jiangdong. You and I are Han officials. The Marquis of Wu is truly slow-witted. Venerable general, your heart lies with the Han royal clan, whose future stretches limitlessly!”

Not making a sound, Huang Gai watched the pitch-black waters of the river.

“General Cai, I must go with you at once to meet Lord Cao,” Kan Ze said. “It will take them a long while to mobilize their men.”

Cai He knew Huang Gai would not dare to rashly surrender to his enemy, so he accepted the terms of surrender Kan Ze handed over. He nodded. “Venerable general, please take care.”

Huang Gai kept sobbing, eyes following the small boat carrying Kan Ze and Cai He toward the dark eastern shore.

 

***

 

At two in the morning, Zhou Yu tied his belt and picked up his sword, coming to a stop in front of the Commander Rallying Platform. The camp was pitch-black, with only the faint flash of oil lamps breaking the darkness. Lü Meng lifted the kettle from Sun Quan’s desk. The command arrows the commanders had tossed into the kettle several days ago still sat there, the tips of the sharp arrows pointing up.

Zhou Yu withdrew the first command arrow.

“General Cheng Pu,” Zhou Yu said. “Please arrange the defenses on the eastern shore.”

Cheng Pu left with his orders. Zhou Yu pulled the second command arrow.

“Commander Gan Ning, you and General Zhu Zhi will direct the men onto the boats. Head northeast and northwest and prepare to surround the Cao troops.”

The third command arrow.

“Lü Meng will be in charge of the rear defenses. Be prepared to act in conjunction with the rest at any time.

“General Guan, please head to Huarong and prepare to block off the Cao troops’ escape routes.”

“Yessir!”

“Ling Tong and Ding Feng will command the small ships and direct the ambushes from the diving troops hiding under the water’s surface.”

“General Lu Su.” Zhou Yu pulled out a command arrow and moved to speak into Lu Su’s ear, quietly whispering a few sentences to him.

Lu Su’s face was flat, impossible to read, and he looked from Zhou Yu to Sun Quan, who was up on the platform. Zhou Yu patted his shoulder and gazed deeply into his eyes. Finally, Lu Su took the arrow.

Zhou Yu pulled out the last command arrow and placed it solemnly into Sun Quan’s hands. 

“Zhugong, please head out to battle with my main army.”

 

***

 

The entirety of Jiangdong, like a giant creature submerged in sleep, shook awake in that moment.

Fifteen minutes after three in the morning, a long, winding dragon shivered uneasily, the shudder rolling from its head on Mount Nanping, along its entire spine of the lands between, to the tip of its tail where the river flowed past the red cliffs.

 

***

 

Zhuge Liang ascended the stairs to the platform where he would cast the spell. The vast expanse of stars above speckled the dark sky with light. There was not a single whisper of wind, nor a single wisp of cloud.

In each of the four cardinal directions sat a huge brazier, along with twenty-eight more that were aligned with the astrological stars in the sky above. Zhuge Liang, clad in a bright yellow Daoist headpiece and a robe adorned with the universe and the Bagua,15 pointed the Seven Star Sword to the sky.

As if the heavens saw and acknowledged him, the waters out past the southern shore crashed, wave after wave, toward the bank.

 

***

 

Huang Gai, both hands on the hilt of his crutch sword, bore the point against the ground. Behind him, thousands of soldiers of Eastern Wu boarded their ships, pushing their lone boats, the water lapping against their sides as they floated onto the inky darkness of the Changjiang.

Each boat held ten, and everyone took up oars. Huang Gai stood at the prow of one, as still as a stone statue, and they headed forth into the dense darkness.

The fog of Chi Bi hovered above the surface of the water, and the faint sound of unseen ships, lashed to each other with clinking metal chains, wooden hulls buffeting each other’s sides, reached observant ears. The eight hundred thousand men of the Cao army were crossing the river and heading east.

 

***

 

After Zhou Yu led his men onto the boats, he set down a wooden table at the prow of his ship. On it, he placed a qin, three cups of wine, and one stick of incense. The incense smoke coiled around them, as if trying to gather into a shape on this silent deck.

“Gongjin,” Sun Ce called, smiling.

Zhou Yu looked up, and he met the gaze of Sun Ce, whose form appeared amid the dense white fog. He smiled lightly.

“Please grant me your protection, Bofu,” Zhou Yu said. “Protect me and protect Eastern Wu.”

Sun Quan walked forward. Zhou Yu raised his voice. “Three cups of wine: to honor the heavens, to honor the ancestors of the Sun family, and to honor your valiant souls!”

Sun Quan lifted the cups and poured them into the river.

 

***

 

The eastern wind rose, drawing out battle lust millennia old from the Changjiang, mingling with thousands of bellowing voices that thundered up to the heavens themselves!

The layers of cloud instantly parted as a strong burst of the east wind rushed over the entirety of the battleground of Chi Bi. 

The gray fog dispersed.

 

***

 

Banners flapped wildly at the summit of Mount Nanping. 

Zhuge Liang’s eyes flashed open, and he withdrew the sword, tilting his head up to stare into the sky. The flames in the braziers danced violently, flickering every which way. Against the strong wind, Lu Su gave the signal to carry out their orders. 

The altar burst into a sea of flame.
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***

 

The Cao fleet appeared amid the strong winds and waves. Against the fish-belly white of the sky to the east, banners were raised, flying high across the entirety of the Jiangdong navy as they began to row.

“Gongjin-dage,” Sun Quan suddenly said.

Zhou Yu’s hands pinned down the strings of the qin, and he remained silent.

“Do you still remember the day my brother passed away?” Sun Quan stood behind Zhou Yu.

“I remember,” Zhou Yu said. “I knew your brother for twenty-two years, and I remember every second of every day. Even though we parted often and reunited little…”

“His face has become blurred and vague, as have his words,” Sun Quan said quietly. “I only remember he treated me very sternly.”

Sun Ce’s youthful spirit remained casual, hugging his knees as he sat at the prow of the boat, smiling carelessly and openly.

The eastern wind kicked up waves and dissipated the fog covering the river, but it could not touch that swirl of smoke gathered into the image of an old friend.

“When I first met your brother,” Zhou Yu said with a small smile, “we were both four…”

As they spoke, the rising sun exploded over the horizon with majestic, blazing rays of light, dyeing half the sky red.

The morning bells rang on Mount Nanping. The swift wind blew past, moaning like a dragon’s roar.

Clang! Clang! Clang!

Metal rang like the snorts of that roiling serpent. The huge dragon of Jiangdong, armored in scales of gold, had finally been roused. It raised its head and spewed forth blazing flames of red and gold, sweeping eastward across the vast river.

“Split the forces!” Huang Gai shouted.

As they neared the Cao boats, Huang Gai’s fleet abruptly broke in two. The combined power of the wind and the force of all the men at the oars scattered them across the surface of the river, their small boats surrounding large ones.

The Cao troops knew something was wrong, and they began to rain arrows upon the small boats. 

Huang Gai shouted, “Light the fires!”

Hundreds of thousands of red lotuses blossomed over the center of the river, erupting with a wave of firelight and scalding heat. Kerosene spread along the surface of the water, the waves carrying it right to the hulls of the Cao army’s warships.

As the first explosions rang forth, Zhou Yu’s fingers raked across the five strings, the thumb of the qin splitting open the very earth. 

The entire Changjiang bellowed with a startling roar as it swept toward the Cao troops.

In the Battle of Chi Bi, the river was lit with blazing flames.

One of the warships suddenly imploded, sending up a flurry of sparks. Red lotuses bloomed across the horizon of water, and the warship’s mast tilted. Hundreds of corpses bobbed up and down in the water, their blood staining the floating oars.

As Zhou Yu looked across this hellish crimson sea, he was reminded of the afternoon when he and Sun Ce had first met. 

The ripples of sound spread outward, surging alongside the waters into waves as turbulent as a thunderstorm. The river seethed like a huge dragon thrashing underwater, recalling to life the spirits of heroes who died prematurely, bearing down on the Cao army with the rage of all Jiangdong! A layer of kerosene coated the surface of the river, and the Cao troops suddenly halted. Their warships collided together as fires flared into existence, crackling the very air around them.

The strong wind incited a vortex of flames, the dry warships with their huge sails acting like kindling, immediately catching. The sound of Zhou Yu’s qin thundered in their eardrums, signaling all the warships of Eastern Wu to sail forth and form a ring. They circled around their enemies, tossing pots of flaming oil into the center in twos and threes.

 

***

 

“Attack!” Gan Ning shouted.

The first warship collided with the linked Cao ships. The Wu troops leaped aboard, fighting their way onto the decks amid the blazing flames.

On the commander’s ship, Cao Cao shouted, “Unlatch the chains! Break formation!”

But the strong wind blew the loose, burning sails of the ships together, and masts began to ignite then collapse in bunches. The kerosene floating on the water transformed the river into a blazing sea, and sparks flew as Cao Cao’s and Zhou Yu’s command ships collided. Zhou Yu strummed with his hand again.

The strings on the qin rang out at once, and Zhou Yu lifted his head, swiftly plucking the strings!

“Retreat!” Sun Quan shouted, horrified.

Cao Cao laughed coldly. “Zhou Gongjin! We meet again!”

“It has been several years since our last meeting,” Zhou Yu said, raising his voice. “Has the chancellor been well?”

Two Eastern Wu warships charged at the Cao command ship from the left and right. Their bows crashed together with a juddering rumble, their spurs smashing into the command ship. Sun Quan took up the mallets and struck the drums, while the command ship Zhou Yu rode beat a quick retreat.

Arrows flew through the air, and Zhou Yu strummed the strings again, altering the melody.

The projectiles fell like rain, filling the sky. The black mass loomed threateningly for a silent moment before thudding down with a drumlike patter. The deck was pegged with masses of arrows, but not a single one landed within a three-step radius of Zhou Yu.

The qin continued, imitating the quality of metal and stone splitting, as if thousands of men and horses were charging across the surface of the river. When Sun Quan raised his head, it was almost as if he could see the outlines of warhorses galloping within the dense layer of clouds, like the heroic spirits of the Changsha troops were descending from the sky. 

Flames danced across the surface of the water, and accompanied by the commands issuing from Zhou Yu’s fingers, they burst outward and upward in waves of heat and divine flame. With his last pluck, the first string of Zhou Yu’s instrument snapped. He coughed out a mouthful of blood, dyeing the ancient qin red.

“Governor!” Sun Quan shouted, panicked.

That string snap shattered the air as if the sky itself fell.

With that signal, countless Eastern Wu warships threw their last fire mines. The mines and pots of oil arced through the air, turning into thousands of brilliant comets, trailing their blazing tails behind them as they shot toward their targets.

Under the gloomy sky, the fiery comets fell like a torrential storm, striking the warships of the Cao army in a furious barrage!

When the second string broke, it was as if the Changjiang itself ceased to flow. The world froze.

Amid the vastness of the universe, a light breeze wafted, and the clouds swirled. The dense layer of clouds in the sky parted, revealing the passing of the long, dark night in the far west, contrasting sharply with the light of the resplendent sun rising in the east.

Lightning forked across the sky, and a muted rumble of thunder rolled across the earth. With the majesty imparted by the sundered clouds, all of the warships released their spars, rushing toward the Cao troops’ warships.

A huge explosion shook the entire area, and Zhou Yu swept all five of his fingers across the strings.

The third and fourth strings snapped.

The waters of the Changjiang frothed and surged, as if not from a river but the ocean itself, showering the ships in white foam. Thousands of men stampeded forward, tens of thousands of horses galloped forth, and the kerosene sent up blazing flames into the sky, becoming a dragon’s deadly breath pouring toward the Cao army’s warships.

Zhou Yu’s fingers flew toward that last string, only for a hand to gently lay over his.

He raised his head. “Bofu.” 

Those eyes were still those same familiar eyes, and that smile was still that same familiar smile.

Sun Ce’s free hand caressed Zhou Yu’s cheek before he pulled out his golden Panlong Staff, swiftly leaping onto the prow of the boat. With a shout, he slammed the staff down onto the distant warships.

His heroic spirit dissipated into the air, vanishing without a trace. The blow of his staff, however, moved the great river and the world itself. The Cao warships in its path all collapsed, as if a ruinous windstorm had devastated them, crashing down over them like falling mountains and overfilled seas. 

Bright flames filled the world before exploding, mirroring the horizon, ablaze with the light of a red sunrise.

Though Zhou Yu’s fingers paused on the five strings, the sound of his qin surged onward, echoing through the mountains and valleys, over the vast waters of the river, ringing on and on without end. Masts toppled and sank into the water, the river red and orange, reflected the blazing flames above. It was unclear where the blood ended and the water began.

 

***

 

“After that…”

“After that,” Zhou Yu said, pressing down on the strings, “that was how it went.”

Sun Quan sat directly behind Zhou Yu, his hands in his lap. The two of them turned to look over the sea of fire simultaneously. Their warship rocked and shook, and war cries thundered through the air.

Neither of them really knew how long they’d spoken. From the moment the flames sprang to life, Zhou Yu had lost himself reminiscing over the past. He allowed himself to indulge in pleasant memories, and tears blurred his vision.

Sun Quan stayed by his side. After listening to Zhou Yu reminisce for so long, he was overwhelmed with a thousand emotions, unsure of how to respond.

“I still can’t bring myself to do it,” Sun Quan said.

“I know,” Zhou Yu replied, lightly and easily, “which is why I sent Ding Feng ahead to detain Kongming.”

 

***

 

Explosions rang out in the distance. The Changjiang was a battlefield made of flame.

Zhuge Liang hurried down Mount Nanping, and Lu Su raced after him.

“Xiansheng, please wait a moment!” Lu Su called.

Zhuge Liang shouted back in response but did not stop. He climbed aboard a small boat, and Lu Su attempted to cajole him. “My family’s zhugong still has something to discuss.”

Though Zhuge Liang wore the robes of a Daoist, his face was stretched by a broad smile, and he bowed deeply to Lu Su from far away.

“I have an important duty to fulfill, so I have no choice but to bid my farewell.”

The soldiers began to row, and the boat, assisted by the wind, shot out past the waves. The soldiers under Lu Su’s command chased them to the edge of the river, but the east wind blew mightily, helping Zhuge Liang gain a hundred-pace lead. 

He left one sentence in parting: “Zijing-xiong! I will welcome you as a guest in Jing Province!”

A warship chased after Zhuge Liang’s little boat propelled by the wind and waves. Ding Feng stood at the prow of the boat, doggedly in pursuit, but as they closed the distance, a second boat sliced through the waves, shooting straight toward them like an arrow.

“Please send my zhugong’s regards to the governor!” Zhao Yun called, bow in hand as he stood at the prow of his ship. “We will meet again in Jing Province!”

Saying this, he drew his bow and nocked an arrow, which shot forth like a comet, slicing the warship’s mast rigging into ribbons. The entire vessel slanted sideways in the middle of the river, and Zhuge Liang managed to escape with his life. Under the protection of Zhao Yun, he swiftly headed toward the northern shore.

 

***

 

The Cao army was soundly routed, with countless men drowning in the water. After the warships caught fire, they were swept up by the huge waves, and the hundred-foot-long ships collided, ensuring even those in the sleeping quarters were thrown into the flaming river.

The burned and bloated corpses washing onto the northern shore numbered in the tens of thousands. Xiahou Yuan galloped away, leading the remaining troops in a hasty retreat. The Eastern Wu soldiers loosed arrow after arrow as they closed in.

In his panic, Cao Cao shouted, “Gather the main army round…”

War drums began to beat, and on the slopes of the mountains to either side of Wulin, the thousands of waiting soldiers charged forth. Zhang Fei and Liu Bei each led ten thousand men, carving two bloody paths through the central formation of Cao Cao’s army. 

After that single engagement, the Cao troops were routed a second time, and the soldiers all trampled each other underfoot as they fled, abandoning countless dead and wounded.

Under the protection of his personal guard, Cao Cao escaped from Wulin, retreating toward Xiangyang. The soldiers, scared of even their own shadows as they escaped along the Huarong Road, found Guan Yu standing there, blade readied in hand.

 

***

 

On the southern shore of the Changjiang, cheers rang out, skipping across the river’s surface.

Lightning forked across the sky, and the strong wind suddenly brought clouds dropping torrential rain. It fell harder and harder, drenching Zhou Yu. The blazing flames on the surface of the river were extinguished, and the battered and broken remains of the ships bobbed up and down on the surface of the river. The water was riddled with corpses.

Lu Su strode onto the ship. “Guan Yu let Cao Cao go.”

“I knew long ago this day would come,” Zhou Yu replied.

Water dripped from Zhou Yu’s armor as he stood up slowly. Sun Quan moved to help him up, but Zhou Yu waved him away. Rivulets of water ran off him as he knelt on one knee in front of Sun Quan, his face tilted up at the sky, raindrops pattering across his face. Dark clouds covered the sky, spilling their icy rain.

“May the heavens watch over my Eastern Wu,” Zhou Yu intoned.

The gongs rang out to withdraw the troops, and the southern banks exploded with round after round of deafening cheers.

 

***

 

In the autumn of the thirteenth year of the Jian’an era,16 Cao Cao’s forces were defeated at Chi Bi, and his five hundred thousand-strong army was completely annihilated. Those who lived retreated to Luoyang and numbered less than fifty thousand.

That same year, Sun Quan claimed and pacified Jiao Province.

Liu Bei, with his twenty thousand soldiers, established himself in Jing Province, taking the position of Overseer of Jing Province.

Jing Province was split into three, and one portion each went to Cao, Liu, and Sun.

The world was divided up among Wei, Shu, and Wu.

 

***

 

Two years later, Zhou Yu set out eastward on a campaign to Bashu, but when he dispatched his troops to Jiangling, he fell gravely ill and passed away in Baqiu. The entire country mourned, and when the coffin containing his remains was brought to the Wu Commandery, every official of Eastern Wu lined the way to welcome it. Later that year, his spirit was laid to rest in Lake Chao, where it was sunk into the lake at the foot of Mount Gu alongside Sun Ce’s remains, just as Zhou Yu requested in his will.

In the twenty-fourth year of the Jian’an era, Guan Yu besieged Xiangfan. Sun Quan sent Lü Meng and Lu Xun to ambush Jing Province. With enemies both in front and behind him, Guan Yu’s army was defeated, and he was killed, and Jing Province returned under the command of Eastern Wu.

In the Yueming year,17 Cao Cao passed away from an illness, and Cao Pi took up the role of the King of Wei. In the tenth month of that year, he ascended to the throne, the era’s name changing to Huangchu.

In the second year of the Huangchu era, Lu Xun, at the behest of the deceased Zhou Yu, burned seven hundred acres of the enemy’s encampments, soundly routing the Shu troops. Liu Bei retreated to Yi Province, where he passed away.

In the seventh year of the Huangchu era, Cao Pi died of an illness in Luoyang.

Seven years after that, Zhuge Liang sent out his fifth expedition to Mount Qi, as part of a northern expedition to attack the kingdom of Wei. In the fifth month, Sun Quan received a letter and advanced his troops to the mouth of Lake Chao. With the blessing of Zhou Yu’s and Sun Ce’s spirits, he reforged the alliance with Shu Han. Three separate armies of theirs attacked Cao Wei but did not manage to defeat Man Chong’s army, retreating without achievement.

In the first year of the Huanglong era,18 Sun Quan crowned himself emperor and established the kingdom of Wu. In the first year of the Taiyuan era,19 he passed away from an illness at the ripe old age of seventy-one.

In the fifth year of the Xianning era,20 Lu Kang passed away from an illness, and Emperor Wu of Jin, Sima Yan, conquered the kingdom of Wu. Sun Hao surrendered on the walls of the Stone City. Eastern Wu was destroyed, and the Three Kingdoms were once again unified under the rule of the Jin dynasty. 

The day the country was quashed, it numbered four provinces, forty-three commanderies, three hundred and thirteen counties, fifty-two thousand and three hundred households, thirty-two thousand officials, and twenty-three thousand soldiers. The citizens numbered two million and three hundred thousand, while the grain count was two million and eight hundred thousand stones, and the ships numbered over five thousand.

 

***

 

In the fifteenth year of the Jian’an21 era, in Baqiu, the autumn wind blew through the hall. Everything died at this time of year. The sky was clear and bright, and the lands were covered in a sea of golden yellow.

The quiet of the Baqiu Dengjun Pavilion was studded with a series of coughs from Zhou Yu, who gasped, almost unable to take his next breath. A soldier standing to the side came forward with a cup of tea.

“Thank you,” Zhou Yu said, exhausted.

“Governor, please rest for a bit,” the soldier said. “It will be several more days until the reinforcements come, so please do not overexert yourself.”

Zhou Yu put his brush to paper and wrote letters home. After he sealed them, he had the men send them out. Xiao Qiao was in Jianye, Lu Su was in Jiangling, and Sun Quan was in the Wu Commandery. Autumn, the time when all things withered, had come, and not a single person was by his side; he was completely alone. A spinning yellow leaf and the smell of dried grass blew into the room, carried by the breeze.

Looking closer, he realized the leaf was actually a butterfly, as vivid as life itself. It landed on the table, gently opening and closing its wings, before circling and flying out again, past the fluttering curtains.

Zhou Yu sipped his half-filled cup of cold tea, then lay down on his bed to rest for a bit. After he awoke, he did not rise, remaining prone.

“What time is it?” Zhou Yu asked quietly. He did not cough.

“Governor, it is about one in the afternoon.”

Dimly, Zhou Yu heard the sounds of children frolicking about outside. The autumn sky stretched endlessly, brilliant sunlight shining, lighting the plains covered in withered grass, warming those sitting in its light.

“Who…is making that noise?” Zhou Yu asked.

“Governor, it is Captain Lin’s children, flying a kite outside. I’ll go shoo them away right now.”

“No…no need,” Zhou Yu said, shutting his eyes. “It’s nice. Where was the kite made?”

The soldier had no answer. Zhou Yu suddenly remembered something. “On the lowest level of the shelf with the military plans, there is a box. Bring the items in the box to me.”

The soldier looked, and at the very bottom of the shelf, he found a heavy, shiny, black metal box. He spent a long time trying to open it but could not, so he had to inform Zhou Yu. “Governor, there is no key.”

“The key…” Zhou Yu’s lips were so dry they were cracking. “I cannot remember where I put it right now.”

The soldier had no choice but to smash the lock. Inside were two yellow silk bags whose color had long since faded, with talismans tucked within. After he retrieved the box, Zhou Yu reached out with trembling hands, and the soldier stuffed the bags into Zhou Yu’s hold.

Zhou Yu lay quietly on the bed, his hands clasped together, fingers covering the discolored silk.

“It’s flying high…”

“Don’t tangle the string…”

“Wait for me…”

The voices of the children drifted from afar, accompanying the dust motes that hung in the air through the window. Zhou Yu drifted in and out of consciousness. No one was by his side. He was the only one left.

“Gongjin.” Sun Ce’s voice spoke in his ear.

Zhou Yu opened his eyes to find Sun Ce, whom he had not seen for a long time. He smiled.

“Why are you here?” Zhou Yu asked, surprised.

Sun Ce held a kite in his hand, and he smiled mysteriously. He gestured so Zhou Yu sat up, climbed off the bed, and followed him out the door.

The blue sky stretched endlessly above, and the sun poured bright light over everything. The air was crisp and fresh, and the colors of the mountains and plains glowed vividly. The scent of the dried grasses mingled with the scent of their freshly cleaned clothes wrapping their youthful bodies, and when they ran, they trampled row after row of wilted grass. 

“Hey! Wait a moment!” Sun Ce shouted, smiling.

Zhou Yu stood several paces away, tugging at the long string. The kite soared higher and higher, lazily spinning as it drifted through that blue sky.

 

***

 

In the Dengjun Pavilion, the wind stopped, and the curtains fell straight and still. Zhou Yu’s expression was solemn yet peaceful, and his white robes enveloped his thin frame as one hand dangled limply.

 

***

 

One month later, Sun Quan personally escorted the coffin to Shu County. The mountains were green, the waters clear, and the blue waves of Lake Chao eternally rippled.

“It is a good place.” The gathered officials all agreed.

“Back when General Sun was still in this world, the governor often said he would welcome us to Shu County one day,” Zhang Zhao said, stroking his beard. “A good land produces heroes among men. This is a good place, indeed.”

“When my father died, my mother and I stayed in Gongjin-dage’s house for several years,” Sun Quan replied. “I often wanted to return, but all sorts of matters bogged me down, and there was no way to make the trip.”

Sun Quan was no longer the child who spent his days there, but when he walked to the shore of Lake Chao, he remembered a particular scene from back then.

One spring day, Zhou Yu and Sun Ce went boating on Lake Chao. One was fishing at the stern, while the other sat at the prow, drinking wine and cooking fish. Sun Quan came along and sat to one side, drooling in anticipation as he waited for Zhou Yu to lift the lid off the pot.

Zhou Yu taught him that governing a large country was like cooking a dish. He taught him how to refine his own morals in order to govern a country and conquer the world.

Zhou Yu and Sun Ce were to sink deep into Lake Chao, fulfilling their wish.

Zhou Yu lay silently in the coffin, hugging Sun Ce’s urn to his chest. His handsome face looked just as it had when he was alive; it had not changed at all. Xiao Qiao, tears blurring her vision, followed tradition and scattered the leaves of the mugwort plant. Their children worked together to secure the lid onto the dense wooden coffin and lift it, bringing it to the center of the lake. Three boats sent it drifting gently to the bottom of the lake.

The white falcon screeched, piercing the air, before spreading its wings and escaping into the sky.

In the icy blue waters of the lake, the wooden coffin slowly descended, little bubbles drifting off, creating a thin trail. Zhou Yu’s eyes were tightly shut, and his pitch-black hair billowed, curling around the remains of Sun Ce in his arms.

 

***

 

“Gongjin.” Sun Ce smiled, and his form turned indistinct as he wrapped his arms around Zhou Yu.

Zhou Yu’s soul opened his eyes, flooded with warmth, and he lifted his arms to embrace Sun Ce in return.

 

***

 

Under the jade-blue sky, spring and summer whirled by. The light and shadow of countless years faded away until spring arrived in Jiangdong once more. Peach blossoms covered the mountains and the plains, and at the foot of Mount Gu, by the shores of Lake Chao, children sent kites into the air.

“It’s here!”

“Come quickly!”

Two children chased the kite into the dilapidated Temple of Muteness. Nothing but ruins remained, except a bell splotched with verdigris, and the kite had draped itself over its yoke.

The two boys sat, shoulder to shoulder, in the Mute Temple. One of them wrapped the string around his hand while the other held the kite.

Fei Yu glided across the sky, and the taller boy said to the shorter one, “Hey, look at that bird. It keeps flying around, day in and day out. It couldn’t be a falcon, could it?”
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“Mm.” The other boy wore a hint of a smile on his lips as he carefully coiled the string.

“Why do I feel like I recognize it?” the taller boy asked.

“Try calling for it? See if it comes down,” the other replied, without even lifting his head.

The tall boy put two fingers to his mouth and whistled. When Fei Yu heard the sound, it suddenly pitched downward and shot toward them, folding its wings and coming to an abrupt stop before the two children. The boy coiling the string lifted his head, his eyes bright with surprise.

“This bird’s ours now,” the boy carrying the kite announced. “Let’s go!”

Bemused, his companion was led down the mountain. Fei Yu, however, remained quiet and docile. It folded its wings as it was carried down the mountain on a small hand.

 

***

 

The two children stepped onto a wooden raft. The stronger one manned the pole at the rear of the raft, while the other clutched the string around his hand and lifted the kite, squirming in anticipation.

“Let it go, oi!” the tall boy called out.

“If you wish to defeat Lord Cao, you must use fire to attack. Everything is prepared. All we need is the eastern wind!” the boy at the bow intoned, all mock solemnly.

The east wind rose, gusting over the world, agitating the waters of Lake Chao.

As soon as the kite was freed, it curved around across the surface of the lake, the string rustling as it dragged against the spool. It caught the breeze and flew into the sky, a thousand yards of white string arching downward as it floated across the vast expanse of the heavens.

The twin peaks of Mount Gu rose like a pair of walls, like a set of twin jades, towering over either side of Lake Chao. Peach blossoms danced through the air, filling the entirety of the warm, gentle world.
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Extra:
Jiangdong Surfing Team

 

THE GOLDEN SUNLIGHT scattered a thousand glittering sparkles across the surface of the ocean. Warm waves rolled by, accented by the salty sea breeze. A young man, wearing just a pair of board shorts, rode a surfboard, flying toward the horizon.

The blue of the sky and ocean combined, and Sun Ce, feet planted on his board, turned and sent up a dazzling spray of water, carving out a trajectory beneath the towering wall of water as he sped along the front of the wave.

“Wahoo!” Sun Ce’s seawater-soaked hair was flattened against his head, and he whistled as he sped down the wave’s barrel. 

The young men formed a straight line, and all of them turned after each other, following closely. Seagulls cried out, and Sun Ce’s whistling changed speeds, varying between fast and slow. Gan Ning and Ling Tong raced along behind him, swooping up to the ridge of the wave before swerving back down beneath the crest looming high overhead, carving out S shapes as they went.

A huge wave crashed toward them, knocking Sun Ce off his surfboard.

“Ack.”

“Ha ha ha,” Gan Ning laughed loudly.

Sun Ce swam toward the beach, dragging his surfboard with him, his face set in an expression of resignation yet still graced with a smile. He left a sunken trail of footsteps in the sand.

The sun’s strong light made him squint. His tan skin, a result of the years of constant sun, was slick with seawater and sweat, and he looked like a bronze cast sculpture, the sun highlighting and shadowing his well-defined and proportional muscles.

“Let’s call it for today!” he shouted.

Gan Ning and Ling Tong called back to confirm they’d heard, even as they continued to surf on their own. Sun Ce bought a bottle of soda and slammed it down on the table, reaching out to grab a straw and stick it in. His surfboard was clasped under his arm as he stood by the side of the road, lost in thought as the sun bore down.

His phone rang.

“Hey!” Sun Ce said as he answered, a grin naturally lighting up his face.

“Sun Ce, right?” the president of the student council asked. “Your group’s still not signing up? Better hurry; there’s only three days before the deadline!”

“Okay, okay,” Sun Ce said. “Before it closes, we’ll definitely sign up!”

“Have you gotten your team together yet?”

“Uh… Well, you see,” Sun Ce said, “Lü Meng went home. He had to see a doctor over the summer, so he won’t make it back in time. I’ll find another teammate, so we’ll have four.”

“Sun Ce,” a gleeful voice taunted on the other end, “if you can’t gather a full team, just give up early.”

Sun Ce’s face darkened. The president quickly shut off the speakerphone. “Hand over your form as soon as possible. I want to count the total number of teams participating.”

“Okay.” Sun Ce’s eyes darted back and forth. 

He had to find someone, anyone, so they would hit the required number of participants. If they couldn’t gather at least one more for the windsurfing competition this summer, they couldn’t even enter. His anxiety only made it harder to find anyone. He stood on the beach and stared toward the ocean for a long while, eyes raking over every figure, but he couldn’t spot anyone suitable.

He was willing to enter a shark as their final teammate, as long as it could swim. Just as he was ready to call it all off, he noticed someone walking toward him on the beach.

 

***

 

Zhou Yu exited the changing room and removed his sunglasses. He shed his shirt, tossing it onto a reclining chair, and ran toward the ocean with his wakeboard, wearing a striped tank top and board shorts. Some people on a speedboat shouted to him, and he called back distantly in response, his voice strong but pleasing to the ear.

He grabbed the boat’s dragline, and the speedboat slowly sped up, faster and faster. The board under Zhou Yu’s feet sent up an arc of snowy white foam in the shape of a dragon, the wake trailing behind him as the white cap curled outward, separating the blue sky and water.

The dragon seemed alive, and it roared angrily into the sky as Zhou Yu flew off into the air, somersaulted, rotated, and leaped over the wake, soaring toward the vast ocean. The speedboat circled the area several times, and Zhou Yu whooped as he performed trick after trick. He truly looked as if he were defying gravity as he crisscrossed the surface of that cerulean plain.

Finally, the speedboat slowed, and Zhou Yu shoved the wakeboard onto it, then swam back to shore. He tossed his head, shaking off the excess water, and his wet hair fell messily against his forehead.

Zhou Yu took off his tight tank top, fully revealing his powerful arms and the clearly defined muscles of his shoulders and back. The lines of his waist and lower abdomen were beautiful and well formed. He wore nothing but a pair of flip-flops and board shorts as he twisted the cold water faucet, rinsing himself in the sunshine.

A towel flew at him, landing on his head.

Zhou Yu blinked, confused.

He turned and glanced back. Sun Ce smiled at him.

“You been doing this for a while?” Sun Ce asked.

Zhou Yu waved a hand in dismissal. “I’m tired.”

Since Zhou Yu’s hair was a little long and it covered his eyes, he didn’t get a clear glimpse of Sun Ce. He simply nodded politely at him. 

“How many years have you been surfing?” Sun Ce asked.

Zhou Yu blinked again.

He didn’t really want to talk to Sun Ce and quickly finished washing the seawater out of his hair, then handed the towel over and left.

In the first bout, Sun Ce’s attempt to be friendly failed.

 

***

 

Zhou Yu lay on the beach chair, soaking in the sun. Earlier, seawater had gotten into his eyes, and they stung, a little irritated. He ruffled his hair uncomfortably. A bottle of eyedrops came flying at him, landing on his chest. When he looked, Sun Ce stood there again.

“Thank you,” Zhou Yu said this time. “It’s nice this beach provides so many services.”

Sun Ce frowned.

“I’m not a lifeguard.” Sun Ce had mixed feelings, realizing Zhou Yu thought he was working here. He lay on the reclining chair next to Zhou Yu.

Zhou Yu found it a little odd. This guy was following him, and he remembered Sun Ce watching him from the shore earlier. He used the eye drops, but when he saw Sun Ce studying him without blinking, apparently about to drool at the sight of him, a chill rolled down his back.

“You’ve got some nice abs,” Sun Ce said jovially. “Your legs are also long, and your arms are powerful.”

Zhou Yu felt naked under that stare, and goose bumps rose all over his body as he replied stiffly, “Thanks, you’re not too bad yourself…”

Zhou Yu’s expression was cold and reserved. Sun Ce reached out to pat him, but since Zhou Yu was bare-chested, wearing just board shorts, he swiftly covered his chest with his tank top, afraid Sun Ce was about to feel him up.

“Don’t be scared,” Sun Ce said earnestly. “I don’t have any ulterior motives. I want to tell you a story—will you listen?”

Zhou Yu was silent.

Sun Ce leaned back in his reclining chair. “My dad used to contract out this beach.”

The waitress in charge of the drinks stall brought two cold drinks over, and Sun Ce continued, “When my dad was still around, he held a surfing competition every year. He left it to me to take care of, since I was studying at Haibin University. Do you like surfing?”

Sun Ce turned to see his reaction, only to find an empty beach chair. Zhou Yu had already left.

Sun Ce blinked.

In this second bout, his attempt at being friendly failed again.

 

***

 

“Let me finish!” Sun Ce called from afar.

Zhou Yu held his shirt in his hand as he pulled open the door to a Maserati parked by the road.

Sun Ce’s eyes widened.

With its engine roaring, the Maserati drove off. Sun Ce pressed one hand to his forehead as he leaned up against a coconut tree, standing speechless for a long time.

 

***

 

The next day, at Haibin University, the great bell rang nine times as the students entered the building. They each opened their lockers to retrieve their books, preparing for finals. Sun Ce walked in, opening his locker with an irritated expression as he began to rustle through his things.

“Hey,” Lü Bu asked next to him, indifferent, “have you filled your team yet, Sun Ce?”

Sun Ce glanced at Lü Bu but ignored him.

“There’s a new student?”

“He’s enrolling now?”

“Did he go through the entrance exam?”

A group of passing girls chattered away. When Sun Ce heard them, he lifted his head and glanced curiously out of the window, only to see a white Ferrari had stopped by the school gates. A tall, burly guy wearing a pair of sunglasses entered the building.

The entire hallway exploded with noise.

 

***

 

Zhou Yu and the dean talked as they walked up the stairs. The stares of the people in the hallway left him rattled, but he needed to continue talking to the dean, who finally concluded, “You’ll be in Class C for the finals.”

“Okay,” Zhou Yu replied politely.

Zhou Yu was half a head taller than the dean, about the same height as Sun Ce. He went to open his locker, which was, coincidentally, right next to Sun Ce’s. As he twisted the key in the lock, the two met eyes.

Sun Ce wore a white button-up, trousers, and leather shoes, his tie haphazardly slung around his neck. Zhou Yu’s uniform was crisply pressed, and he stood with his back straight.

They stared at each other for a moment.

“Ha ha, hey, it’s you,” Sun Ce said.

“Oh, it’s you,” Zhou Yu replied politely.

“I could barely recognize you with your clothes on,” Sun Ce continued.

Everyone nearby stared, momentarily stunned.

Three seconds later, laughter swept through the hall, and Sun Ce realized the innuendo in his words. Zhou Yu’s face flushed bright red. He put on his sunglasses in a fluster, waving his hands desperately to contradict those words. 

“We were only surfing together! Surfing!” Sun Ce loudly clarified.

But the more he tried to explain, the deeper the pit he dug for himself. Amid the laughter, Zhou Yu fled, his face and ears burning. Sun Ce focused on organizing his books and walked into his classroom to take his test. Today was an open-book exam on fluid dynamics. 

Sun Ce was tall and burly, so he sat in the last row. Zhou Yu entered and glanced around, but there were no other open spots, so he was forced to sit in the last row as well, sharing a desk with Sun Ce.

The first half of class was a lesson, and the second half was their final.

“You’re…?” Sun Ce leaned over to talk to Zhou Yu.

“From Anhui South,” Zhou Yu replied curtly. “Since I’m transferring in this year, the principal told me to take the finals in place of my entrance exam.”

Sun Ce nodded, and Zhou Yu put on his headphones, looking impassively at the equations on the blackboard. The corners of Sun Ce’s lips twitched slightly as he pulled out his notebook to review his notes. 

“Isn’t Anhui South an exclusive private school for the elite?” Sun Ce asked doggedly, just before the exam started. “Why’d you transfer to Haibin?”

“My dad passed away,” Zhou Yu replied casually. He took the exam paper and began.

Sun Ce worked steadily through, vaguely glancing up once in a while to notice Zhou Yu staring uncomprehendingly at the paper.

Sun Ce felt a surge of internal glee, as he could almost see the alarmed question marks floating above Zhou Yu’s head. Even simply filling out his name made Zhou Yu feel like he was going to lose it.

“Why are your school’s exams so…so hard?” Zhou Yu asked.

“Public schools are all like this,” Sun Ce whispered back.

Sun Ce was laughing manically inside his heart. Zhou Yu sucked in a deep breath, managing to get himself under control, and he filled out a few short answer questions. His handwriting was fluid, and his words flowed across the paper, but he answered most of the questions wrong. Sun Ce glanced over, and Zhou Yu sank his forehead into his hand, using his forearm to block his exam paper, afraid of the embarrassment he’d feel if Sun Ce saw it.

Sun Ce carefully pushed his exam paper toward Zhou Yu’s side.

Zhou Yu was conflicted, but finally he got over himself, accepting Sun Ce’s friendly offer of help.

 

***

 

Sun Ce slumped against the table and napped. The bell rang, signaling the end of class, and Zhou Yu took his and Sun Ce’s exam papers to turn them in. The sun shone down into the windows. Gan Ning and Ling Tong waited in the hallway for Sun Ce to join them for lunch.

But what they saw was Zhou Yu striding out first with Sun Ce following behind, a one-shoulder bag slung across his back. When Sun Ce saw them, he waved Gan Ning away. “We’re not practicing in the afternoon; go eat on your own!” 

He chased after Zhou Yu, who started to trot away. “Hey! What’s your name?”

Gan Ning clicked his tongue scornfully.

Zhou Yu carried a two-hundred-and-fifty-thousand-yuan shoulder bag, and he wore a four-hundred-thousand-yuan watch. He stood in front of his locker and took his wallet out.

“Hey, I’ll treat you to a meal,” Sun Ce protested.

“I’ll treat you to a meal. I don’t want to owe you,” Zhou Yu replied formally.

Sun Ce chuckled and slung an arm around Zhou Yu’s shoulders. Zhou Yu’s expression soured, but the two climbed upstairs together to the high-class restaurant to eat lunch.

“Order what you want.” Zhou Yu tossed the menu to Sun Ce, who sat cross-legged in the chair. 

They were sitting in a spot close to floor-to-ceiling windows, and Zhou Yu looked outside indifferently. Sun Ce’s family was wealthy enough, but compared to Zhou Yu, he may as well have been dirt-poor. The two sat together as Sun Ce ordered. This was the most luxurious restaurant at Haibin University, and immediately outside stretched the vast ocean.

“How did you end up here?” Sun Ce asked.

“After my dad passed away, my mother moved for a change of scenery,” Zhou Yu replied. “It’s easier to visit her from here—it’s only three hours by car.”

Sun Ce nodded, his expression both sympathetic and regretful. When the food came, Zhou Yu only ate a little. 

Sun Ce cut into a steak as he spoke. “The scenery isn’t bad, right?”

“Your family contracts the beach out?” Zhou Yu asked.

“It’ll be gone very soon,” Sun Ce replied matter-of-factly.

“Gone?”

Sun Ce put down his knife and fork as he saw another student head toward them. His hair fell sloppily over his forehead, and a cigarette dangled in his mouth. 

He grinned at Sun Ce from a distance. “Sun Ce, is this your new team member?”

“That’s right,” Sun Ce said, a smile playing about his mouth as he raised his eyebrows. “You are all losing this time.”

“Wait,” Zhou Yu said, frowning. “What? I haven’t agreed to join any team…”

Sun Ce’s fork twirled a few times in his hand before he pointed it at the other student. “Lü Bu, you’d better not have any ideas about joining our side.”

“Heh,” Lü Bu said, crossing his arms as he leaned on the table. “Whoever wins the championship in this windsurfing competition will have the right to rent the beach first. The Haibin Beach is the competition grounds for this year’s international windsurfing championship. You won’t be able to host.”

“Wait and see,” Sun Ce said.

The corners of Lü Bu’s mouth quirked up, but the smile did not reach his eyes.

Sun Ce calmed, his expression relaxing. Zhou Yu leaned back in his chair and looked out the window, as if his thoughts turned in that direction. The sun filtered through the windows, filling the space between them.

“Help me,” Sun Ce suddenly said. “I know you can. You know how to surf.”

“I’m not interested,” Zhou Yu replied, bored.

“What do you usually like to do?” Sun Ce asked.

He smiled. His captivating smile was handsome, and when Zhou Yu saw it out of the corner of his eye, he found himself drawn into it.

“I don’t like anything. I don’t have the energy,” Zhou Yu said.

“How about video games?” Sun Ce suggested. “Should I introduce a few of my bros to you?”

“With this meal, the debt between us has been cleared,” Zhou Yu replied. “That’s that.”

Zhou Yu put on his sunglasses and reached out a hand. Sun Ce fell silent for a moment, then sighed, ignoring Zhou Yu, untied his napkin, tossed it on the table, rose, and left.

 

***

 

That afternoon, Sun Ce smoked two cigarettes outside the school building. While there, he saw Lü Bu and his cronies taking their surfboards out to go surfing, their faces lit with mocking laughter. 

Sun Ce flicked his cigarette away and went to the student council, only to be told they were not allowed a sign-up form until their team was complete. He couldn’t do anything about that, so he simply returned to his dorm. Irritated, Sun Ce wanted to take a nap, only to come face-to-face with Zhou Yu when he opened the door. Both of them froze.

“Is this your dorm room?” Zhou Yu’s lips twitched faintly.

“You can stay,” Sun Ce said. “I’ll go swap.”

“I’ll swap,” Zhou Yu said.

Sun Ce was the only person occupying this dorm room, and Zhou Yu was a new student, so neither expected he would have ended up being assigned to Sun Ce’s room.

“Why don’t you reconsider?” Sun Ce asked.

“I won’t join your windsurfing team. Give it up,” Zhou Yu shot back.

Sun Ce just found it odd. “But why?”

“There’s no reason. I just don’t want to!” Zhou Yu insisted.

Sun Ce was already frustrated to begin with, and when he heard that excuse, he really wanted to smack Zhou Yu right in the face. Zhou Yu left, heading to the dean’s office to request a room change. Sun Ce followed him out when, with a slam, the wind blew the door of their room shut.

Sun Ce and Zhou Yu both blinked.

The two arrived one after the other at the dean’s office, but the response they received was to be expected: There were no more dorm rooms, so they had no choice but to room together.

They returned, only to realize their keys were locked inside their room. Sun Ce hunched over, and Zhou Yu climbed onto Sun Ce’s back. These two tall guys, barely acquaintances, needed to work together to climb onto the second floor.

“Careful!” Sun Ce hissed.

Zhou Yu accidentally grabbed a flowerpot on the balcony. It overturned with a dull thud, showering them in dirt.

“What’s a grown man like you doing, raising flowers on your balcony?!” Zhou Yu growled angrily.

“Is it any of your business?”

Zhou Yu was pissed. They finally managed, with great difficulty, to climb back into their dorm room. He was covered in loose soil, and his extremely expensive shirt had a black stain, as dark as his own expression. He glowered as he brushed the dirt off. Sun Ce, on the other hand, kicked back, dirt still in his hair. 

“You don’t do your own laundry at home, isn’t that right?” he jeered.

Zhou Yu ignored Sun Ce, who minded his own business, plopping down to play on his PS5 for the entire rest of the afternoon. Time flew by, and soon it was evening. 

“Do you want to go eat?” Sun Ce asked.

Zhou Yu was at the end of his rope. He’d already taken multiple showers. Sun Ce knocked on the door, but when he heard Zhou Yu showering again, he forced his way in. Zhou Yu’s body was lathered in bubbles.

“What are you doing?” he yelled, shocked by the interruption.

“Giving you shampoo,” Sun Ce responded.

Zhou Yu hadn’t brought anything except money to school with him, so he had to borrow Sun Ce’s things for now. Sun Ce tossed him a towel, a tank top, and underpants. Zhou Yu couldn’t exactly run outside buck-naked to dig through his luggage, so Sun Ce’s would have to do. When he finished, Sun Ce was gone—wandered off to who knew where.

 

***

 

A strong wind began to blow as night fell. Zhou Yu lay in the dorm room, bitter suffering and strong resentment warring on his face. He heard the door open; it was Sun Ce, finally returning with food.

“Want to eat?” Sun Ce had bought enough for two.

Zhou Yu was not familiar with the lay of the land yet. He only knew about the dining hall from that afternoon, and he wasn’t in the mood to eat there again. At home, he was used to food being delivered to him immediately after it was cooked, and he’d only eaten a little at lunch, so right now he was so hungry his stomach throbbed.

“I’m digging in,” Sun Ce said.

The fragrance of the food wafted to his nose, and Zhou Yu’s stomach growled.

“Get down here quick and eat, or do you want me to feed you?” Sun Ce asked.

Sun Ce held up his bowl and tapped his spoon against it. 

Zhou Yu yelped a little wildly. “Don’t spill it on the bed!”

“Then get down here,” Sun Ce replied.

Zhou Yu obediently climbed down, and Sun Ce handed his portion over. Sitting to one side, Sun Ce had locked his eyes on their small TV, and as Zhou Yu ate, he watched Sun Ce watching it.

“Can you not put on this kind of movie while other people are eating?!” Zhou Yu protested.

Sun Ce had earbuds in, but the volume was so loud the sound leaked out, so Zhou Yu heard everything. He turned his head and glanced over to notice Zhou Yu waving his spoon, furiously protesting his choice of show, so he changed the channel. 

Pleasant Goat and Big Big Wolf started blaring its childish music, and Zhou Yu almost spat out his food.

“Is it that bad?” Sun Ce asked.

“It’s pig slop,” Zhou Yu said, crestfallen, as he pulled out a napkin to wipe his mouth.

 

***

 

Zhou Yu found himself hungry again later, but the lights were already extinguished for the night. 

“Where can I get a midnight snack around here?” he asked.

“There’s nothing like that around here.”

“This campus doesn’t even have an all-night snack stall?” Zhou Yu asked in disbelief.

“Nope. Do you eat instant noodles? Braised beef flavor.”

“What are ‘instant noodles’?”

Sun Ce blinked.

He climbed out of bed and dug through his own storage cabinet to find some instant noodles for Zhou Yu. He wrinkled his brows with distaste but could not win out against his hunger, quickly devouring everything in the paper cup.

 

***

 

Several days passed like this, and Zhou Yu lived worse than if he were dead, his expression full of abject misery. From time to time, Sun Ce would sneak glances at him, extremely amused by his strange behavior. During the finals, Zhou Yu did not know how to solve nine questions out of ten, and for one of the general education courses Sun Ce wasn’t taking, Zhou Yu just scribbled down some random answers.

To Zhou Yu’s side sat a handsome, tall guy. His shirt was faded from constant washing, and he worked diligently through his exam paper.

“Let me borrow your calculator,” Zhou Yu whispered.

When he looked up and glanced at Zhou Yu, Zhou Yu recognized him as one of Lü Bu’s teammates. However, he seemed pretty easygoing and handed over his calculator. When they handed in their tests, Zhou Yu noticed the name written on his exam paper—Zhao Yun.

They chatted a little longer. “Are you joining Sun Ce’s windsurfing team?” he asked.

“No,” Zhou Yu said. “I don’t plan to, anyway.”

Zhao Yun chuckled. “And here I thought there’d be a strong competitor this time around. You really won’t consider it?”

“Aren’t you two enemies?” Zhou Yu replied, resigned.

“It’s a competition; I want to win against an outstanding performance.” Zhao Yun picked up his backpack and nodded warmly at him as he bade farewell.

Zhou Yu stuck one hand into his pocket, dawdling, not wanting to return to the dorms. 

Sun Ce lay around in his underwear all day and would sit in their dorm room with his legs propped up, earbuds in, watching TV. Although he was handsome, the sloppy way he lounged about irritated Zhou Yu for some reason.

When he came down the stairs, he saw Lü Bu. Not wanting to involve himself in the rivalry and the grudge between the two teams, he nodded shortly as he passed by. Evidently Lü Bu did not plan on letting him go so easily, and he stuck out an arm to block his way, pressing his palm against the wall.

“Come up to the roof for a chat,” Lü Bu said.

“Are you in high school?” Zhou Yu asked. “Scheduling a fight up on the roof? Just say what you have to say.”

Lü Bu choked, unable to suitably respond. Zhou Yu was tall, but Lü Bu was taller by about half a head, close to two meters. He glared down at him from above.

“Are you joining Sun Ce’s surfing team?” Lü Bu asked coldly.

“I wasn’t originally planning on it,” Zhou Yu replied, “but I can’t resist wanting to ask…” He took off his sunglasses, so he could meet Lü Bu’s eyes. “Without Sun Ce as an opponent, won’t you find it rather boring?”

Lü Bu grunted. 

“What grudge do you have against him anyway?” Zhou Yu asked.

“I. Don’t. Like. How. He. Looks,” Lü Bu said, every word punc­tuated.

“Lü Bu,” a threatening voice called from above. “If you dare to harm my man…”

Sun Ce appeared, and he rolled up his sleeves as he walked down the stairs, revealing tattoos on his forearms. “Don’t blame me for fighting you right here and now.”

“Who’s your man?!” Zhou Yu protested.

Lü Bu was evidently a little wary of Sun Ce. He was used to fighting but could be pinned with a serious offense if they were caught here.

“Okay,” Lü Bu said, nodding, “you two have guts.”

“Lü Bu.” Zhao Yun had now showed up, appearing at the bottom of the staircase. “I’ve been waiting forever for you to come eat. What are you starting now?”

Lü Bu gave up on Zhou Yu, just shooting both of them vicious glares, and he and Zhao Yun left.

“Don’t be afraid of him,” Sun Ce said. “He doesn’t dare fight me.”

Zhou Yu shot Sun Ce a glance but ignored what he said and walked away with a gloomy expression.

 

***

 

One week later, last exams were done. Sun Ce paused just outside their dorm room when he heard Zhou Yu talking on the phone and listened in.

“Mm,” Zhou Yu’s muffled voice said from beyond the door. “All right. I haven’t argued with any classmates. Yes, I’ve made a few friends.

“Don’t worry. Take care of yourself.

“I’ll be back in a few days. I’ve passed all my exams. No problem. Relax.

“Yes, I live with a roommate.

“What? Oh, it’s…it’s…”

A silence fell over the room for several seconds before Zhou Yu’s voice floated out again.

“He’s called something Ce…Sun Ce, Sun Ce.”

Said roommate was pretty offended.

“Yes, I’ll get along well with him.”

Sun Ce barged in before Zhou Yu hung up. He called out jovially toward the phone, “Hello, Auntie.”

Zhou Yu slapped his hand over the microphone, but an amicable female voice replied through the speaker, “Why, hello! When you have a chance, you should come home with Zhou Yu and have some fun. It’s break now, isn’t it?”

Sun Ce pried two of Zhou Yu’s fingers away, and he smiled toward the microphone. “I will, I will! I’m going to shower now!”

“You…” Zhou Yu muttered, but Sun Ce didn’t reply. Instead, he headed to the bathroom.

Zhou Yu went outside to talk for a while longer, and after Sun Ce finished showering, he started to gather up his laundry. The wind outside blew stronger and stronger, but Sun Ce continued smiling cheerfully without looking at Zhou Yu. That continued until he went back inside, an awkwardness settling in between them afterward.

Their final scores would be released tomorrow. Sun Ce turned on the TV, only for a typhoon warning to glare on the screen.

“Are you going home for break?” It was rare for Zhou Yu to strike up a conversation.

“I don’t have anywhere to go,” Sun Ce replied. “My mom’s staying with my younger brother overseas while he finishes his studies.”

Zhou Yu didn’t respond. The news on TV predicted the typhoon to be a Signal No. 8 level. 

Sun Ce said, “They’ll be closing things. Are you going back tomorrow?”

“And stay in this hellish place?” Zhou Yu complained. “I don’t want to be here even a moment longer. Let me borrow your laptop.”

“I’m really curious,” Sun Ce replied. “Do you ever get tired of frowning? Can’t you smile once in a while?”

“What is there to smile about?” Zhou Yu shot back. “What do you have to smile about?”

Sun Ce patted Zhou Yu’s shoulder. “What are you going to do when you go home for the break?”

“Not much,” Zhou Yu said. “Keep my mom company.”

“You were learning construction before, right? What did you want to be? An architect?”

“How’s that any of your business?” Zhou Yu asked. He turned on the computer to check his scores.

“Let’s go do something during the break.” Sun Ce suggested. “I’ll take you surfing.”

“I’m not going,” Zhou Yu replied. “I don’t have time to waste on that.”

Sun Ce sighed. “I’ll help you fulfill whatever your heart desires if you come surfing with me. Tell me what’s troubling you.”

The exam scores portal loaded. Zhou Yu paused, and he turned to look at Sun Ce.

“What does your family do to be so rich?” Sun Ce asked.

“Real estate.”

“Then how’d you end up here studying marine biology?”

The score portal appeared, and Zhou Yu could not believe his eyes. Sun Ce scooted in front of the computer next to him, only to see that Zhou Yu had failed three of his eight finals and had barely scored high enough to pass the rest. Evidently, those five teachers had felt merciful.

Zhou Yu was speechless.

Sun Ce made a noise of triumph and grinned. “You did pretty well! Here, let me check mine!”

Zhou Yu stared at his failing scores in Fluid Dynamics, Advanced Math, and Engineering Drawings, and felt like a typhoon was raging in his heart, a huge wall of water crashing on his body, threatening to drown his world.

Sun Ce checked his own scores. He had failed four of his eight classes and needed to take makeup exams for the other four.

“Look at you,” Sun Ce praised him. “Even though you copied me, you scored better.”

Zhou Yu couldn’t handle it anymore. “Aren’t you a brilliant student?! If you’re a dunce, why are you letting others copy your exams?! That’s not how it goes, okay?! Are you insane?! Did your head get caught in a door?!”

Sun Ce replied soothingly, hands raised, “Don’t get so mad; if I hadn’t let you copy me, you wouldn’t have known how to solve them, anyway.”

Zhou Yu wanted to use the monitor to bash in Sun Ce’s head. From when he’d been born until now, he had never encountered such idiocy in his entire life.

“Hey, hey! Where are you going?!” Sun Ce hurriedly called.

Zhou Yu slammed the door so hard the entire dorm building shook, like Nora in A Doll’s House. Sun Ce scratched his head; why was Zhou Yu so angry again?

 

***

 

Zhou Yu wore nothing but a pair of shorts and slides as he stood bare-chested on the dike. On the pitch-black shore, the wild wind sent the sea rushing violently toward him, while a dome of warm tropical air gathered above the ocean. The seawater formed into a huge peak, pulled into the sky by a huge invisible hand, before it was slapped down at the shore.

In the darkness, it thundered, sounding like it could topple mountains, as if it were announcing the powerlessness of humans in the face of the might of nature. The entire world shuddered. The seawater rose menacingly into the air before barreling back down toward him. Zhou Yu snatched a wayward surfboard and, spitting in the face of the enormous waves the typhoon generated, rushed directly into the impossibly dark sea!

“Are you trying to kill yourself?!” Sun Ce’s shout was feeble amid the roar of the wind, snatched away like a leaf swept into the sky, vanishing completely. 

He threw off his shirt and rushed into the sea to search for Zhou Yu.

The waves had sucked Zhou Yu down into the depths, and anytime Sun Ce opened his mouth to shout, water poured into it. Waves pounded on his head, pushing him deep beneath them.

Underwater, the world went deafeningly quiet. The currents that the strong winds stirred up in the turbid water flowed backward toward the shore. Sun Ce surfaced and took a breath before diving back down. He found Zhou Yu. He was submerged, struggling furiously, fighting against the huge, fluid hand that dragged him into the abyss.

Sun Ce’s head slammed against a rock, and his vision went dark. He inhaled a mouthful of seawater and blinked away the stars flashing in front of his eyes. In the darkness, he snatched Zhou Yu’s slippery hand, locking his grip around his wrist. The two struggled as Sun Ce grappled his arm, bodily dragging him up onto a rock.

Amid the raging sea and wild winds, Zhou Yu coughed loudly, then vomited seawater all over Sun Ce’s bare back and arms. Sun Ce said something before grabbing him firmly. Zhou Yu replied, but both their shouts were stolen by the wind.

Sun Ce managed to avoid all the crags, thanks to his familiarity with this beach, and dragged Zhou Yu onto the sand. With both their lives barely intact, Sun Ce slumped over Zhou Yu, completely exhausted, retching up a puddle of salt water.

“Do you want to die?!” Sun Ce roared with all of his strength.

Zhou Yu convulsed, and Sun Ce jumped, immediately moving to pinch Zhou Yu’s nose. He leaned down and started to perform CPR, pressing down on his chest and breathing into his mouth. After several rounds, Zhou Yu coughed violently, hacking out bitter seawater.

“I cramped up,” Zhou Yu moaned, completely bedraggled as he lay on his side on the beach.

The waves grew larger and larger and swelled more and more exaggeratedly. The windstorm had not passed yet, and now the gusts flew at them, blotting out the sky and the earth, as if nature itself was swindled when the ocean wasn’t allowed to swallow them. Sun Ce helped Zhou Yu up, slinging his arm over his shoulder. They ran toward the dike to escape the onslaught.

“I didn’t bring my key,” Sun Ce groaned.

The wind was so powerful, it seemed like it was about to sweep the entire dorm building away. In the dark night, the palm trees whipped and lashed in the wind, looking as if they were about to be uprooted. 

Zhou Yu shouted into Sun Ce’s ear. “To the garage!”

“What?” Sun Ce asked.

The dorms were already closed, and Sun Ce did not want to be penalized for not returning that night, not when he was so close to vacation. He and Zhou Yu sneaked into the garage instead. 

Inside, it was blissfully quiet. Sun Ce took off his board shorts, and with his back to Zhou Yu, wrung the water out of them. Sand clung over both of them, and Zhou Yu still had seaweed plastered to his lower back.

“Get in the car,” Zhou Yu said.

Sun Ce wiggled back into his board shorts, but just as he was about to point out Zhou Yu didn’t have his keys, Zhou Yu pressed his finger against the door, and with a beep, both doors sprang open. A minute later the engine rumbled, the Ferrari speeding out of the garage, battered by the storm as they drove through the school gates.

“Let me drive it a bit,” Sun Ce pleaded, shoveling his body into the driver’s seat.

“You… Stop!” 

But Zhou Yu admitted defeat to prevent himself from being squashed, and he swapped spots. The sports car raced the wind, flying over the road, across the top of the dam and onto the highway, like a miniature storm all its own. Sun Ce stepped down on the gas pedal barefoot, and as the day ended and turned into another, he cut through the roiling seawater thrown over the road. It was as if the sports car was speeding through a curtain of water, which would, from time to time, crash down on them like a flurry of arrows or rumble like thunder trapped in the earth below.

The moment the sports car escaped the water tunnel, the sky and land blurred into one.

“Woo-hoooo!” Sun Ce cheered. 

A sheet of rain fell over the glass windows, the wipers quickly sweeping back and forth. The lights on the side of the road flashed past, shining streaks among that vast stretch of highway. 

They switched places again, but Zhou Yu was exhausted, so he turned on the cruise control. Their destination was a villa at the foot of the mountains to the north.

 

***

 

Several hours later, the sports car stopped in the villa’s garage. It was close to daybreak, but the typhoon continued to envelop the coastal cities in a swirling, unusual light that blurred day and night.

Zhou Yu’s home was grand. It was a three-story villa, with a luxurious piano sitting in the middle of the living room. Though the lights were not on, Sun Ce could see that the house was very tidy.

“Shh.” Zhou Yu indicated for Sun Ce to keep quiet, so as not to wake his mother.

“Is no one else here?” Sun Ce found that a little strange. There should have been a housekeeper and servants in a place like this.

“They all went home because of the typhoon,” Zhou Yu quietly explained.

On tiptoe, Zhou Yu led Sun Ce up to the second floor into his room.

Sun Ce soaked in the large bathtub in Zhou Yu’s en suite, steam filling the air. Zhou Yu rinsed himself off in the shower area. 

“Why couldn’t you just let it go?” Sun Ce asked leisurely, water gently splashing in the tub.

Zhou Yu tossed his towel to the side, suddenly annoyed. “You doomed me!”

“What?” Sun Ce asked. “The tests? My grades weren’t good to begin with either.”

Zhou Yu was furious but had nowhere to vent it, and he forced himself to release it as an aggressive sigh. “I promised my uncle that if I couldn’t successfully enroll and graduate, I’d stop studying marine biology and go home to help run my father’s company.”

“That’s pretty nice, though, isn’t it?” Sun Ce said. “What, you don’t like money?”

“You wouldn’t understand,” Zhou Yu said. “I don’t like business. I like to dive and surf, free and unrestrained. I don’t want to sit in an office all day, every day.”

 

***

 

After they finished bathing, the two took a seat at the coffee table in Zhou Yu’s room. Having pilfered the kitchen fridge, Sun Ce had found quite a few things to eat. He opened up a bottle of red wine like a show-off, kicked back, and downed some, sitting across from Zhou Yu.

“How much does a bottle of this cost?”

“Just drink it and don’t ask,” Zhou Yu said, irritated.

Sun Ce changed topics. “Look, my grades suck too. Let’s review over the break and take our makeup exams together. At the same time, you can join my surfing team, and we’ll enter the competition together. How’s that sound?”

This time, Zhou Yu didn’t reject Sun Ce outright. 

“Is there any meaning in you chasing after that championship so doggedly?” he asked, exhausted.

“Of course,” Sun Ce said. “Studying marine biology is your dream; surfing is mine. The sea and sky are endlessly vast; isn’t that what you love about it too? I’ll tutor you, and you’ll come surfing with me. Doesn’t that sound perfect?”

“With your grades, you want to tutor me?” Zhou Yu had to laugh so he wouldn’t cry.

“My bro Lü Meng’s grades are good, and Ling Tong’s aren’t bad. Ling Tong is the same major as you too. As long as you put in some effort over summer break, you should be able to catch up.”

Zhou Yu still hesitated. Sun Ce smiled at him and reached out a hand, and finally, out of options, Zhou Yu slapped his palm against Sun Ce’s, sealing their promise.

Ding-ding-ding. Sun Ce’s strategy finally succeeded.

 

***

 

The next day they woke at twilight to find the typhoon had already passed by completely, and Sun Ce was welcomed to the dining table by Mrs. Zhou. 

“Sun Ce, I’ll be leaving Zhou Yu in your care,” she said with a smile.

“Mm-hmm, mm-hmm.” Sun Ce nodded vigorously, devouring the feast laid out before them at the same time.

Zhou Yu’s forehead furrowed noticeably; he felt very awkward. 

“At his previous school, Zhou Yu never had any friends,” she continued. “It’s truly the first time he’s brought a friend home…”

“Mom!” Zhou Yu protested.

Sun Ce began to laugh. “He’s pretty good. We’re going to surf and study together over summer break.”

“Very good, very good,” Mrs. Zhou said. “If you don’t have anything to do, staying indoors at home all the time isn’t healthy. You don’t need to go diving either; surfing with Sun Ce on the beach is good as well.”

Zhou Yu muttered dejectedly, “Got it.”

 

***

 

Since they stayed for several days, Mrs. Zhou bought a new set of clothes for Sun Ce and Zhou Yu. After he gained the approval of Zhou Yu’s mom, Sun Ce’s confidence swelled, and he began to act as he pleased, not caring about anyone’s opinion, as if he were Zhou Yu’s older brother. His behavior and ridiculous antics so enraged Zhou Yu that he wanted to die, but he had to bear it, with no way to fight back. He had no choice but to obediently return to school with him.

All the students went home for summer vacation, leaving behind Sun Ce, Ling Tong, Zhou Yu, and Gan Ning practicing surfing on the beach. Sun Ce introduced Zhou Yu, who wore a pair of sky-blue board shorts. He only nodded at the assembled members, remaining silent.

“Everyone, let’s begin!” Sun Ce’s confidence was sky-high. This time, no one would defeat him, and in his words, “if you can’t knock me flat, then I’ll only become more powerful.” Everyone confirmed with some enthusiasm before they all dived into the ocean, carried by the ebb and swell of the waves under the blazing sun.

With the addition of Zhou Yu, the surfing team suddenly came together into one cohesive whole. Zhou Yu was at the tail of the group, and though he was a newcomer and inexperienced with their techniques, he often managed to turn at the same time as Sun Ce and the other two, all of them coordinated, charging down from the very tip of the wave. Gan Ning and Ling Tong didn’t take to Zhou Yu immediately, but with his valiant efforts, he managed to win them over.

Sun Ce brought the group windsurfing boards, and they started up again, beginning the second round of practice. The four circled around countless buoys, shooting into the vast ocean ahead of them. A brisk wind blew. Zhou Yu’s surfing skills were just average, but he was quite skilled at windsurfing, and his experience was evident.

The actual course of the competition would be grueling, lasting for a whole four hours across twelve separate stages. As soon as they got in the water, they would be at the mercy of the weather, the tides, and their personal skill level. Plus, it was easy to be affected by heat stroke out at sea, so it required a ton of physical stamina.

Over the course of a few days, Sun Ce gradually increased the intensity of their training until they were able to manage the same distance as professionals. Zhou Yu was tired but managed to keep up. His skin had already developed a tan from the sun, and his face was peeling.

 

***

 

The four of them, aligned in formation, carved out a beautiful arc as they shot toward the shore in a great finale. That concluded their practice.

“You’re pretty good,” Ling Tong admitted.

“Sure, but you’re also an aggressive jerk,” Gan Ning said.

Instead of getting angry, Zhou Yu actually laughed. Sun Ce reorganized the layout of their team, and before they split up, they agreed to continue practicing tomorrow. 

At night, Sun Ce and Zhou Yu huddled together in a small pub by the seaside, their fluid dynamics textbooks spread open between them. Ling Tong joined them as scheduled, and amid the glow of the lights and the sound of waves, he helped Zhou Yu review the key points of the class.

This time around, Zhou Yu listened diligently. To Sun Ce, however, it seemed like Ling Tong was explaining some kind of arcane subject; his words went in one ear and out the other. For the sake of his makeup exams and in light of Zhou Yu’s continued efforts, he ended up asking Zhou Yu a bunch of questions after they concluded their nightly reviews.

 

***

 

The last day before the competition, Sun Ce went looking for Zhou Yu. Since they didn’t need to practice, he found Zhou Yu was sitting in the pub by the sea, studying. He took a seat across from Zhou Yu.

“Nervous?” Zhou Yu asked.

“I’m fine.” Sun Ce smiled back. “Keep going. I just want to sit here with you for a while—it’s relaxing.”

Zhou Yu continued to study, while Sun Ce toyed with a coin in his hand, flipping it up into the air again and again.

“You’re worried,” Zhou Yu said, without even raising his head.

“I’m not. With you and them, our team will definitely win,” Sun Ce replied easily. “No one will steal this beach away.”

Zhou Yu closed his book, and he couldn’t resist voicing his question.

“Why are you so persistent?”

“What about you?” Sun Ce shot back.

“Do you believe in reincarnation?” Zhou Yu asked.

Unsure why Zhou Yu would ask that, Sun Ce looked at him quizzically. As Zhou Yu sipped his iced tea, wind chimes gently twinkled their music above his head, and he turned to look at the vast, dark sea, mulling over his thoughts.

“When I was little, my mother and I went up the mountain to escape the summer heat. We met a great master there who said that a person’s fated meetings and partings ebb and flow like the waves of a great ocean, like the foam the waves toss into the air. People meet and they part. Sometimes, they collide together, and sometimes, they disappear without a trace.”

“And that made you want to study marine biology?” Sun Ce asked.

Zhou Yu put one hand on his forehead, unable to risk meeting his gaze again. 

Finally, he said, “Sure. Do you dream when you sleep?”

“I do.”

“Do you remember any?”

Sun Ce shrugged. “I usually forget. I dreamed that a very familiar stranger and I were sleeping next to each other in the same bed.”

“What else?”

“There was…a very beautiful place, with a bright lake and green mountains. We flew kites from a bamboo raft on the surface of the lake.”

“That great master told me that when we dream, we are dreaming of a past life we are unable to part with.”

“Hey, that’s just not true,” Sun Ce replied mock seriously. “That’s called ‘déjà vu,’ and the scientific explanation is that sometimes you go somewhere and you feel like you once knew the place, as if you’ve been there before. That’s simply our brains”—Sun Ce pointed a finger at his own head—“tricking our central nervous system, thus creating a mistaken impression.”

Zhou Yu was speechless.

“We’re studying science here!” Sun Ce asserted.

“All right, you win,” Zhou Yu said, admitting defeat.

“I stayed here because I grew up by the sea,” Sun Ce started to explain. “This is my hometown, and I love this beach. My mother and brother left the country, but I didn’t go with them. I even had a tarot reading done for me which said that my destiny lies here and that I’ll meet the person I wish to wait for. Anyway, we should go and get some sleep.”

Sun Ce slung his bag over his back and stood, Zhou Yu following behind. The tide ebbed gently away, and thousands of stars shone in the sky, the silver river above lighting the little path by the sea. The music from the beach grew distant, and the sound of the lapping waves gently receded from their world, leaving behind the pale-yellow streetlights casting their shadows before them as they walked along, side by side.

“Aren’t you an engineering student?” Zhou Yu asked.

“Hm? Do you have a problem with that?”

“An engineering student had his tarot read? And déjà vu?”

“What’s déjà vu?”

Zhou Yu blinked. Sun Ce laughed, and he affectionately threw an arm around Zhou Yu’s shoulder, punching him in the arm with his free hand. 

“The competition is tomorrow. Are you feeling confident?” he asked.

“If we lose, the beach is gone,” Zhou Yu replied. “Do you really trust me that much?”

“I trust myself,” Sun Ce said. “Only we are allowed to win the competition this time. We’re not allowed to lose.”

Zhou Yu studied Sun Ce’s expression, which was overflowing with confidence, and he smiled slightly. In his heart, however, he sighed.

 

***

 

The next morning, Huangjin Beach welcomed its most lively gathering of the summer, and it was packed with people. People played volleyball, surfed, swam, and there were endless beautiful women and handsome men. Many of the students who left school for the summer had returned to join in on the beach volleyball competition or watch the windsurfing competition afterward.

A huge line of TVs was set up on the beach. The seawater was crystal clear, the sand at the bottom visible through a curtain of blue. The waves rose into a clear wall of water, flying toward the shore. 

The first heat required competitors to follow a set route, circling around two coral islands and passing twelve floating solar-powered buoys. Every time they passed one, they needed to pull off a tab, and whichever team ended with the most won.

This required a high level of control over the windsurfing board, and it also required quick reflexes. 

 

***

 

Shrill cries of admiration arrived in the wake of Lü Bu—tall and buff, he strutted across the beach, followed by his crew. Sun Ce’s team strode forward to meet them. The two groups glared daggers at each other, and the tension on the beach ratcheted up to its highest degree.

After the referee explained the rules, he blew the whistle, and thousands of people cheered as the two teams raced across the beach.

The two teams competing were Sun Ce, Zhou Yu, Ling Tong, and Gan Ning; and Lü Bu, Zhao Yun, Cao Pi, and Ma Chao. Together, they comprised a group of tall, handsome men with bare bronzed torsos, stepping onto their windsurfing boards and shooting out across the ocean like flying fish.

A helicopter took off with a loud whir, a videographer filming from overhead. Eight snow-white trails streaked across the surface of the ocean, like comets that originated from deep within the universe and passed swiftly by as quickly as they came.

 

***

 

Sun Ce whooped loudly, leading the way as Zhou Yu watched. Each of the team’s board shorts flapped in the wind.

The frivolous impulsivity of youth shone in Sun Ce’s eyes, like scattered scales reflecting the light of the blazing sun off the water. His expression was set in one of valiant sharpness, and his white sail flapped like a waterbird spreading its wings, helping him slice through the peaks of the waves.

“Do you believe in dreams and past lives, Sun Bofu?” Zhou Yu asked quietly.

Lü Bu’s black-clad windsurfing squad were catching up, and Lü Bu wolf whistled Sun Ce mockingly. The eight members of the competition turned all together as they passed the first buoy, flinging up a beautiful arc of water. As Zhou Yu reached for the first indicator, the tab almost in his grasp, Zhao Yun snatched it first, before swiftly delivering a kick to the buoy. Zhou Yu froze up, success stolen right out from under him.

“Did you get it?” Sun Ce asked though the earpiece.

“I didn’t!” Zhou Yu said. “I messed up!”

“It’s all right! There are eleven more!” Sun Ce shouted.

After being momentarily stunned, Zhou Yu realized he’d fallen behind, and he raced after the team. 

Sun Ce shouted into the communications earpiece again, “Let’s reorganize the team—protect Zhou Yu!”

Instead of a straight line, their formation changed, traveling in the shape of a triangle with Sun Ce as the head. Lü Bu’s team, which traveled side by side, shifted slightly, Cao Pi and Ma Chao falling behind to block Zhou Yu.

The second turn was almost upon them, and the helicopter descended near the surface of the water. An immensely huge wave swelled up, suddenly splitting the two teams!

“Sun Ce!” Gan Ning shouted.

“I hear you!” Sun Ce shouted back into his earpiece. “Don’t get nervous!”

Their squad broke apart. Zhou Yu cast his gaze across the vast ocean, searching endlessly for the solar-powered buoy reflecting the light of the sun. Black clouds were swiftly gathering away from the beach, and a flash of lightning split the sky. The ocean surface turned choppy as a torrential rain began to fall about thirty miles from shore.

Lü Bu led his teammates in a charge, but just as they were about to snatch the next indicator, Gan Ning whistled, announcing his incoming collision—aimed right for Lü Bu! To dodge, Lü Bu jerked his sail, and in that critical moment, Gan Ning adjusted his route, dipping forward to steal away the prize.

“Well done!” Sun Ce shouted.

The other team went on to capture the third and the fourth indicators. Lü Bu’s group was performing better than usual, as if they wanted to knock Sun Ce flat at any cost. 

A buzz of anxiety caused Sun Ce’s forehead to furrow deeply, and Zhou Yu’s voice crackled from the earpiece.

“Do we need to change our tactics?” he asked.

“Let’s defend,” Sun Ce said. “We three will be guards, and everything else will be on you.”

Their formation shifted again. When they arrived at the first coral island, Sun Ce and Gan Ning pressed in from both sides, with Ling Tong following right behind. The three managed to hinder Lü Bu long enough for Zhou Yu to shoot out ahead toward the fifth buoy! The coral island blocked Lü Bu’s line of sight, and he bellowed angrily into his earpiece. 

Zhao Yun raced after Zhou Yu, drawing a curve of white across the sea.

“Want to get a little flashy?” Zhao Yun chuckled.

“You’re on,” Zhou Yu replied distantly.

The two of them whirled simultaneously, borrowing the momentum of the wave sweeping toward the coral island to shoot into the air. Zhao Yun performed a 360-degree somersault while Zhou Yu spun like a gyroscope as he flashed past the buoy.

Cheers burst out all over the beach, rising into the sky. 

The momentum of Zhou Yu’s spin splashed water everywhere, exploding outward like a shower of meteors above the sea, and he easily pulled off the fifth indicator. Zhao Yun whooped in excitement. Cao Pi and Ma Chao caught up. Sun Ce and the other two left Lü Bu, and their two teams reorganized again as they sped along, circling the coral island and heading into the distance.

 

***

 

The wind over the open ocean blew stronger and stronger, and the plastic tents on the beach were starting to be lifted away. In the distance, the dense, dark clouds swirled menacingly.

Anxious, the referee glanced at his watch. The sky was massed with deep black clouds, and he didn’t know if the competition could continue. The audience, however, were too enthralled to leave, and they shouted and hollered with encouragement as they braved the wind.

The helicopter lifted up and away from them. 

Ten of the indicators were taken; each team held five. Even Sun Ce’s breathing was growing unsteady. Lü Bu’s main tactic was going on the offensive, and he gave them little chance to fight back, but Sun Ce’s team’s cooperative attitude managed to even the playing field at crucial moments.

The eleventh buoy appeared, a quarter mile away, but a strong gust of wind blasted toward them just as it was spotted. The helicopter wavered in the sky. Lü Bu and Sun Ce, both experienced windsurfers, grew uneasy, knowing they would be caught in an invisible flow of air.

The windsurfing boards spun on the surface of the water, and everyone lost control of the direction they headed, so they all took in their sails. Sun Ce and Lü Bu, however, realized they needed to risk it on this last chance. One veered left and the other right as they shot toward the floating buoy rising tall out of the ocean.

The two team leaders collided. Lü Bu was built, over six feet tall and muscular. His fingers were long, and while they both turned at the same time, when Sun Ce reached out, he fell short of Lü Bu by half an inch. Lü Bu took it.

“Damn!” Sun Ce shouted.

“Damn…” The vortex forming in the clouds reflected in Zhou Yu’s eyes.

The two teams hurtled along at top speed, but as they looked toward the sky, all of their expressions fell.

“This isn’t a normal storm!” Gan Ning shouted. “It’s a tornado! Quick, back to shore!”

The powerful flow of air suddenly took shape above the ocean, and a spout formed. A roaring pillar of wind stretched from the sky to the ocean, lifting up the entire surface of the ocean, sucking up hundreds of tons of seawater, connecting the sky and the land below.

The referee blew his whistle, signaling the suspension of the competition, and the helicopter dropped a rescue ladder. However, the waterspout formed too quickly, leaving Lü Bu and Sun Ce with no time to make it.

“Steer your boards away!” Sun Ce shouted. “It’s not coming in our direction!”

Everyone turned their sails to flee. The change in the weather was too abrupt; even the bystanders on the beach remained. People still stood at the top of the dike, watching the waterspout cross the horizon.

It swept past the coral islands, carrying trees, grass, and dirt. Just as everyone started to retreat, Zhou Yu suddenly pivoted, rushing toward the last buoy.

“Zhou Yu!” Sun Ce called.

Even Lü Bu was shocked. “Are you looking to die?!”

But Zhou Yu’s eyes saw nothing but the golden indicator shining at the top of the buoy. Sun Ce flew in from the side, slamming into him and ditching his own board. He used the momentum of their collision to balance Zhou Yu’s and join him on his board. Controlling the sail with one hand, Sun Ce wrapped his other around Zhou Yu, who tilted toward the buoy. Sun Ce jerked him back.

“You—” he began. “You’re insane!”

Lü Bu managed to catch up at the last minute. Sun Ce and Zhou Yu, clinging together on the same board, drifted into a turn and shot back toward the shore.

The three of them had never brushed so close to death in their lives, and just as they fled fifty yards away, the waterspout swept past with devastating force, ripping the buoy to shreds, sending its remnants and Sun Ce’s abandoned windsurfing board whirling into the sky.

The heavens trembled with rage, and the wind blew wildly. Zhou Yu’s heart leaped into his throat. They barely avoided disaster and careened toward the beach. The gale wailed stronger and stronger, the beach falling into total disarray as the torrential rain reached the shore. The moment they touched dry land, Zhou Yu almost collapsed. 

“You’re too reckless!” Sun Ce roared.

Zhou Yu waved a hand, and Sun Ce hurried to grab him, escaping alongside everyone else to the dike, where they watched the waterspout in the distance.

It did not follow them toward the shore. It simply swept between the two coral islands before sliding back into the open ocean. In those last few moments, as it dwindled away, the black clouds parted, revealing a sea sparkling with brilliance. The setting sun tinted the clouds with a furious glow akin to a fiery blaze that shone down on the entire world below.

Zhou Yu remained stunned, his and Sun Ce’s hands still held between them. He noticed everyone was watching them.

Sun Ce slowly uncurled his fingers. In their joined hands, he and Zhou Yu clutched the last indicator.

“The score’s even,” Zhou Yu said.

Zhao Yun and the other team, even Lü Bu himself, didn’t seem to believe their eyes.

Zhou Yu started to chuckle, but Sun Ce shoved him. 

“You’re laughing?!” he griped.

Zhou Yu burst out into a peal of laughter, while Sun Ce felt like he’d lost half his life from fear.

 

***

 

The beach was tidied up, and the crowd gathered again while the referee counted the indicators.

“No need,” Lü Bu said coldly. “We admit defeat.”

Zhao Yun nodded in agreement. “We all do.”

Sun Ce was shocked; he didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Across the entire beach, cheers began to fill the air.

Sun Ce and Lü Bu shook hands and then each offered up a fist, bumping them together. As Sun Ce slung an arm around Lü Bu’s shoulders, trying to think of something to say as they resolved the rivalry between them, Lü Bu waved a hand dismissively. 

“I admire you two,” he said.

 

***

 

Zhou Yu sat in the pub drinking tea, watching the setting sun far in the distance. Its light, blanketing the skies above and the earth below, reflected in his eyes, just like the light of the blazing fire from thousands of years ago that lived on in memory to this day.

Night was falling, and the beer festival and beach barbeque began. Zhou Yu and Zhao Yun sat together, drinking beer. 

“Today’s competition was pretty good,” Zhao Yun said with a smile.

Zhou Yu glanced at him. “Do you believe in past lives?”

After pondering for a moment, Zhao Yun smiled a little disapprovingly. “Why would you care about that?”

Zhou Yu smiled back. Without another word, he patted Zhao Yun’s shoulder.

“I heard,” Ling Tong said to Zhou Yu, “in our hometown there’s a talisman called the Zhuang Zhou’s Butterfly Dream Talisman. Legend has it that people who hold it will dream of their past lives. Past lives really could exist.”

Zhou Yu nodded, sharing a similar sentiment. 

Sun Ce and Lü Bu had each started a bonfire for their respective team, and they rose, calling for their teammates to join them and prepare for the barbeque.

Zhou Yu smiled in response. Holding a glass in hand, he walked across the sand with bare feet. Sun Ce laughed loudly, said something to Gan Ning, then held his cup up and downed another mouthful of beer. When he looked back and saw Zhou Yu had arrived, he picked up his cup and, with a smile in his eyes, clinked it gently against his glass.

The golden red light of the campfire glimmered into the liquid in the cup, fleeing as swiftly as the rosy clouds at sunset. The light of the vast, endless silver river of stars in the sky above and the universe that lay beyond refracted across the rippling liquor. In these two cups, the past, present, and future seemed to swirl together, conceiving and growing to maturity.

The gentle clink of their cups spanned the passage of a thousand years, the crowning achievement of the long, drawn-out years these two young men lived. Amid the gentle breeze and the vastness of ocean, it showed them the way home.
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Extra:
Reunion

 

SNOWY MOUNTAINS stretched out before them in an unbroken line, their ridges and vast plains the same silvery-white shade. Iced-over telephone poles flashed by outside the windows of the car, as well as houses with marble balustrades and jade railings.

Sunlight poured down, so blindingly bright they could not keep their eyes open. Zhou Yu, wearing sunglasses, idly watched the scenery roll by, his head leaning against the window. Next to him, Sun Ce was struggling to get into a bag of snacks. Zhao Yun listened to music as he drove, while Lü Bu sat in the front seat, playing on his PSP. 

Sun Ce’s snack bag suddenly burst open, sending its contents all over Lü Bu’s head like a fairy scattering flowers.

“Hey!” Lü Bu growled.

“Shh.” Sun Ce quickly pointed at Zhou Yu. “He’s sleeping—don’t wake him.”

Zhou Yu took off his sunglasses and stared at Sun Ce.

“Oh, he’s not sleeping, ha ha!” Sun Ce said.

“Sleeping, my ass!” Lü Bu yelled angrily.

He leaned over from the front row to slap at Sun Ce.

“I’m trying to drive! Don’t fight!” Zhao Yun called loudly.

Lü Bu and Sun Ce were deeply engaged in a pitched battle, and Zhou Yu hurried to separate them. 

“Zhou Yu, stop blocking me from hitting him!” Lü Bu shouted, both their grappling arms waving.

Zhou Yu was rendered speechless.

 

***

 

Winter break neared, and many of the beach activities were on temporary hold. The campus was completely empty during this time. Zhou Yu’s mother went out of the country to visit some relatives, so he had nowhere to go for the New Year’s holiday. 

Sun Ce wanted to bring Zhou Yu to his home, but Zhou Yu didn’t want to go. Finally, Sun Ce and Lü Bu got together and figured they might as well bring along everyone who hadn’t gone home on a ski trip up north where they could also soak in the hot springs.

Their flight was over three hours, then they had to rent a car and drive another eight-plus hours. The amount of travel made Zhou Yu feel like his lifespan had been sliced in half. However, since he spent most of his childhood in the warm south, the gentle snowfall engendered in him a special kind of awe.

“Sleep for a while,” Sun Ce suggested.

Zhou Yu was a little carsick. The roads were winding and difficult to traverse. Thankfully, Zhao Yun was a skilled, smooth driver, so Zhou Yu didn’t throw up.

“My hometown is up here,” Zhao Yun said. “Even more north, though. The day winter starts, it would turn minus fifteen outside.”

“It’s really beautiful.” Zhou Yu’s head spun. These roads were more than he could handle.

“A northerner,” Lü Bu said, chuckling as he patted Zhao Yun’s shoulder, “going south to windsurf, interesting.”

Zhao Yun dismissed him with a laugh. He turned the music up, the cross-country vehicle sending up a flurry of snow as it sped along.

 

***

 

Over the next two hours later, the sky gradually darkened, and now a bloody red setting sun shone over the snowy fields.

Lü Bu’s expression was gloomy. “Your hometown was in the north, huh?!” he griped.

“Sorry, sorry.” Zhao Yun and Sun Ce messed with the GPS, trying to find out where they’d ended up.

“I feel like that turn just now sent us in the wrong direction.” Sun Ce consulted a map at the same time.

“That wasn’t a mistake,” Zhao Yun replied. “I’m sure it was this way.”

Zhou Yu stood nearby, an untouched field of snow before them, and a sudden urge came over him. He wanted to throw himself headfirst into that vast, white plain. Three seconds later, Sun Ce whooped and charged past, leaping onto the snow. He left behind a snowy white imprint of himself.

Weirdo, Zhou Yu thought to himself.

A snowball suddenly flew toward him, leaving Zhou Yu’s head flecked with white, powdery snow.

“You!”

Zhou Yu and Sun Ce began to wrestle, and as usual, Sun Ce ended up begging for mercy. The two of them ducked behind the car, and Zhou Yu shoved him unceremoniously into the snow.

Sun Ce patted the space next to him. “Come.”

Zhou Yu figured he might as well lie down too. 

Still studying their route, Zhao Yun shouted over his shoulder. “Don’t catch a cold!”

The two of them lay side by side in the snow as the last light of the sun traveled past the mountains, fading away above their heads. That smear of red light tinted the snow with a gorgeous brilliance, as if they were sitting by the banks of a river blazing with flames, or as if a thousand colorful, flickering lanterns were shining within a crowded city.

“Hey,” Sun Ce said, patting Zhou Yu’s hand. “What you said that one time, about past lives, what was that about?”

“Nothing much,” Zhou Yu said, unconcerned. “I just have a lot of dreams; it’s almost like a TV show. Once one episode airs, another follows.”

“Oh?” Sun Ce asked, surprised. “What kind of show?”

“A brain-dead costume drama,” Zhou Yu snorted. “The kind people make fun of.”

Curious, he clung to Zhou Yu, asking him to tell him more. 

Lü Bu shouted at them from the front of the car, “Time to go! Get in!”

Since there were four of them and one car, this time it was Sun Ce’s turn to drive. The car’s tank was full. In winter, night came early, and everything turned pitch-black after they’d traveled just a handful of miles further. 

Zhou Yu sat in the front passenger seat, watching the GPS on his phone and guiding Sun Ce.

“You sure you know what you’re doing?” Lü Bu asked.

“Yeah, yeah.” Zhou Yu smiled as he scolded Sun Ce. “And here you were going, ‘I can fix this.’”

“Hey!” Sun Ce exclaimed, incensed by their comments. “All of you, shut up! Trust in this young master’s skills!”

“Sun Ce’s sense of direction is very good,” Zhao Yun said. “You won’t regret putting your faith in him.”

“We’re a half an hour away,” Sun Ce said, shoving a blanket backward at Lü Bu. “Sleep for a while!”

As Lü Bu was over six feet tall, he was crammed in like a sardine in a can, unable to stretch out at all. He slumped sideways to sleep with his head on Zhao Yun’s thigh. Sitting in the front seat, Zhou Yu grew concerned. It was pitch-black outside, and Sun Ce was all but driving blindly.

 

***

 

When Lü Bu woke up, two hours had passed.

“What time is it?” Lü Bu asked. “Has it been half an hour yet?”

Zhao Yun frowned.

Sun Ce’s face was dark, but he remained stubborn. “We’ll be there soon.”

“Soon, my ass!” Lü Bu roared. “Fuck off! I’ll drive!”

Five minutes after Lü Bu took the wheel, he managed to lodge a tire into a pothole, and everyone had to get out to push the car. The temperature had plummeted with the setting sun, so the three of them sniffled as they shivered in the cold wind. 

Zhou Yu sat inside the car, shifting the gears. “Let me encourage you, bring you all a little joy.”

He turned on the radio.

The weather report on the radio announced: “Tonight, a blizzard will cover much of the area. Please prepare for the cold conditions…”

The three outside were so frightened, their souls flew out of their bodies. Thankfully, the car started up right then, lurching forward. Lü Bu fell into the snow, eating a mouthful of the powder.

“Wait for me!” he shouted.

The car stopped, and he slid in. Zhou Yu shifted gears and pressed on the gas, making a turn onto a smaller road, driving into the dark mountains.

“Where are you going?” Sun Ce asked.

“Quiet down with your nonsense,” Zhou Yu replied nonchalantly.

The cross-country vehicle sped along on the road covered in patches of ice. The snow outside fell harder and harder. 

“Why don’t we just spend the night in the car?” Zhao Yun asked.

“Using the heat and driving will both use up the gas too quickly,” Zhou Yu explained. “When you all were pushing the car just now, I saw a speck of light in the mountains. There might be someone living there.”

“What if it was just a star?” Sun Ce asked.

“Then we’ll spend the night hugging each other for warmth.” Zhou Yu was torn between laughing and crying.

“Sounds pretty good,” Sun Ce replied.

Everyone shot him a dubious glare.

The wipers thumped back and forth. Sun Ce wiped the foggy front window and saw a spot of light in the distance. Everyone let out a sigh of relief—they were saved!

 

***

 

A small building stood quietly at the foot of the mountain. It even had a courtyard in front. Outside stood a telephone pole with a mounted light. 

Zhou Yu stopped the car. “Let’s stay here for the night.”

Just as he finished speaking, the light on the telephone pole flickered a few times and went out.

Darkness fell around them, and there wasn’t even a single spark of light from within the building. Behind them, wind whistled angrily. Their only light emitted from the car headlights, shining onto snowflakes so large it was as if someone was loosing endless goose down pillows over them. The world was silent, the three-story small building looming before them like a haunted house.

The four of them pushed and shoved at each other before Zhao Yun finally found the courage to knock on the door.

“Is anyone here?” Zhao Yun asked mildly.

“Did you lose all your energy?!” Sun Ce asked. “Speak up!”

“You go, you go.” Zhao Yun pushed him forward.

Sun Ce cowered behind Zhou Yu. 

Zhao Yun knocked. “Is anyone there?”

They didn’t even hear a dog barking. 

“No one?” Zhao Yun continued. “There must be; the light was on just now.”

“Let’s give up on this place and find somewhere else,” Lü Bu suggested.

“This house is the only thing around in a ten-mile radius,” Zhou Yu said. “If we don’t stay here, our other option is a ditch.”

Lü Bu shouted loudly, “Is anyone there?!”

The door swung opened, revealing an aged, wizened face, and the four of them simultaneously screamed in shock. Sun Ce, who had originally hid behind Zhou Yu, quivered as he heroically pulled Zhou Yu behind himself to better protect him.

The old man wore a cotton-lined beanie, his hands were hidden in his sleeves, and his gaze was listless. He tottered a few steps forward, passing the four petrified men, and stopped in front of the telephone pole. Leisurely, he reached out a shaking, shuddering hand.

Everyone blinked.

His fingers spasmed again and again, and his odd actions so frightened the four of them that their souls left their bodies. Lü Bu tried to indicate to the rest not to panic, but he also backed up as he did so.

“Um…old sir,” Zhao Yun said.

The man had his back to them, and he maintained a stiff, upright position. A whole minute later, he grabbed at something in the air and tugged it downward. There was a clack.

“Aaah!” Sun Ce and Lü Bu screeched at the same time.

The old man repeated the motion, resulting in another clack. The light mounted high on the telephone pole turned on again.

It was a string for the light. Zhou Yu was so frightened that he almost collapsed.

The old man turned around and glared at them. “What?”

“We’d l-l-l-like to…put up here for the night,” Zhao Yun said.

“Then come in,” the old man replied.

With the light now shining, their surroundings settled, seeming much more normal.

Lü Bu went to park the car while the other three followed the old man in. They saw a broken-down sign in the courtyard, surrounded by bricks and rubble. Zhao Yun grabbed a flashlight, sweeping it left and right, as he followed the old man, who pushed open a door, revealing an unlit corridor. 

“How many?” he asked. “I need to check your IDs.”

Zhou Yu was a little freaked out, and he regretted his choice to head here.

“Is there heating?” Sun Ce asked.

“There’s a boiler,” the old man replied. “But you’ll have to wait for it to start up.”

 

***

 

Sun Ce got the keys. They were on the third floor, so he, Zhou Yu, and Zhao Yun went up the stairs.

“We’re 301,” Sun Ce said. “How about you guys?”

“316,” Zhao Yun replied.

One was on the easternmost side, while the other was on the westernmost. They were at the furthest ends of the corridor.

Zhou Yu hesitated.

“Let’s stay here, let’s stay here,” Sun Ce said. “Stop dawdling.”

 

***

 

Sun Ce and Zhou Yu pushed their room’s door open and entered. In contrast to the rest of the property, their room was very clean, but there was only one bed. Zhou Yu couldn’t be bothered to have their room changed and collapsed onto it, completely exhausted.

“Lü Bu!” Zhao Yun shouted in the hallway.

That’s right! Where’s Lü Bu?! He went to park the car; where’d he go off to? Sun Ce thought.

“Lü Bu!”

“Where’s Lü Bu?”

“I don’t know. Didn’t he go to park the car?”

Sun Ce and Zhao Yun exchanged a look. Zhou Yu dashed downstairs, peering out between the railings on the second floor, only to find the car still parked outside the courtyard. Lü Bu was nowhere in sight.

“Lü Bu!” Zhao Yun shouted.

“I’m here…”

Lü Bu’s voice was very quiet. Zhao Yun released a sigh of relief. 

“Where are you?” Sun Ce asked.

Lü Bu didn’t reply. Goose bumps rose all over Zhou Yu’s body, and a chill crept up his spine. A loud shout came from the foot of the staircase, along with the thump of a blunt object hitting a hard one. Zhao Yun rushed down the stairs.

“Where are you?” The three of them gathered in the lobby, their backs pressed together, as they looked around.

The only reply was the rasp of falling snow.

“Shh.” Zhou Yu’s hands moved as he gestured for the others to keep quiet. 

A series of quick footsteps came from the backyard, and all at once, the three of them recalled hearing about dismembered bodies being found in mountain villages. Now on high alert, Zhao Yun grabbed a shovel and charged into the backyard.

“Zhao Yun, where are you guys…?” Lü Bu’s voice was weak, and the sound of a metal object dragging along the floor followed after his words.

The three-story building was pitch-black, and Zhao Yun lifted his flashlight, shining it everywhere. The corners of the walls turned a cold, flat white under that light.

“Aahh!” Sun Ce suddenly screamed.

“Lü Bu?!”

Lü Bu flew out of a room to the side, scared out of his wits, and there was another shout.

The four of them fell over themselves in their panic. 

“Calm down!” Zhou Yu shouted.

“I-I-I…” Lü Bu said, gasping for breath, “Are you guys all right?”

“You’re not hurt?” Zhou Yu asked.

“I accidentally ran into a bucket,” Lü Bu said. “In that corridor over there.”

Zhou Yu was in disbelief.

“Why was your voice sometimes loud and sometimes quiet?” Zhao Yun asked.

“I don’t know,” Lü Bu said, bristling.

Zhou Yu walked into the corridor to test something. He shouted, “Lü Bu!”

The echo came back to him. “Lü Bu, Lü Bu, Lü Bu…”

Sun Ce stood outside, and as expected, he couldn’t hear it.

The soundproofing of the corridor was way too well done for a place like this…

They realized they heard Lü Bu when he stuck his head out and shouted, but when he shouted into the corridor, his voice didn’t travel at all.

It had been a false alarm. Lü Bu had frightened everyone to death, so they each took turns scolding him. He hung his head in embarrassment, not even speaking a single word of protest.

As they were wrapping up, Sun Ce suddenly noticed someone standing at the corner of the staircase, and he screamed again.

“I’ve had enough!” Zhou Yu said. “Can you stop screaming at the sight of your own shadow?!”

Trembling, Sun Ce pointed at the corner. When Zhou Yu saw the old man, he also jumped.

“What were you shouting about?” the old man asked.

“N-nothing,” Zhao Yun replied, his head in his hands.

“Is there anything to eat?” Sun Ce asked, calming down.

“I’ll look for something,” the old man said. “Come down in a bit.”

They each retired to their rooms. It was already nine o’clock. 

Lü Bu called from the other end of the hallway, “Can we stay somewhere else?”

“No way!” Zhao Yun grabbed Lü Bu and shoved him into the room.

Their rooms were warm by this point, and Sun Ce looked out from the floor-to-ceiling windows. 

“This farm stay is pretty well renovated.”

“What is that old man up to?” Zhou Yu sneaked a glance, only to find the old man firing up the furnace and turning on the lights in the dining room.

 

***

 

A half hour passed before Lü Bu came knocking on their door. “Got a phone call saying we can eat now.”

The four of them went to the dining room, which was lit with warm lights. One table was spread with a tablecloth, with four dishes and a pot of soup laid out on it. The rice cooker was filled with rice. They sat down to eat, warm food filling them with relief like pardoned death row prisoners. Lü Bu found beer in the cupboard, so he opened a bottle.

“This is probably a ski lodge that was recently renovated,” Zhao Yun said. “I saw a warehouse behind the boiler room, with several pairs of skis stored in there.”

Lü Bu reached out his chopsticks to pick up some food. “They weren’t left behind by the last customers who stayed here, were they?”

Everyone glared at him.

“I’ll stop talking now.”

“This tastes pretty good,” Zhou Yu said. “Better than the school cafeteria.”

“Why don’t you all try to guess what kind of meat this could be?” Sun Ce asked.

Everyone lost it, and they all roared at Sun Ce together. “Can you shut up?!”

Sun Ce occupied his mouth with eating only. He protested mentally, I actually was curious about what it is, though!

 

***

 

Halfway through their meal, the lights in the dining room started to flicker. Wind blew in the gaps around the door, and the lights swayed.

Everyone froze as they watched the hanging lights.

Three seconds later, the lights went out, and the world went dark.

“A blackout?” Zhao Yun asked.

A sudden kerchunk came from the dining table. Sun Ce made a pained, muffled grunt.

“Sun Ce!” Zhou Yu shouted.

An odd noise issued forth from Sun Ce’s throat, and Lü Bu rose, knocking over his chair.

“Calm down!” Zhao Yun roared.

Lü Bu held up his flashlight and shone it on Sun Ce’s face, only to see his expression twisted into a grimace. A shout of horror exploded from him.

“He’s choking!” Zhou Yu said. “He’s just choking!”

Lü Bu blinked in realization.

Zhao Yun looked around and found some candles in a drawer, lighting them. Sun Ce managed to gulp down some water and swallowed the rice stuck in his throat, and he chuckled.

Zhou Yu was completely speechless.

They continued to eat, bathed in the dancing light of the candles.

“A candlelit dinner isn’t bad,” Sun Ce remarked.

“Not bad, the fuck?!” Zhou Yu growled angrily.

The old man lurched into the room. 

“The power’s out. The high-voltage cables might be broken under the weight of the snow, so you’ll have to make do for now.”

 

***

 

Both pairs brought some candles to light their rooms. Thankfully the boiler was unaffected.

Sun Ce took a shower by candlelight. The hot water was plentiful. Eventually, Lü Bu came over to knock on the door. 

“The candles in our room keep going out whenever we light them. What should we do?”

Zhou Yu was speechless yet again.

“Where’s Zhao Yun?” Zhou Yu asked.

“He’s showering.” Lü Bu was clearly frightened, yet he pretended nothing was wrong. “You-you-you…you need to help me; please check on him.”

“Don’t go!” Sun Ce shrieked. “Don’t leave me alone in here.”

Zhou Yu ignored him and headed to their room, returning after a few moments. 

“A draft’s slipping through a crack between the window and the frame,” he said, incredulous.

“Oh, oh.” Lü Bu simply moved the candle to another spot and lit it.

 

***

 

Sun Ce went to their room after he finished with his shower.

Their room was standard, with two beds. 

“Everyone, let’s sleep together tonight,” Sun Ce suggested, “so we aren’t separated.”

“That’s right. Good idea.” Lü Bu immediately agreed.

Zhou Yu couldn’t believe this ridiculous situation. 

“You can shower in my room. The water’s warm,” Zhao Yun said.

“Let’s play cards.”

Sun Ce’s feet were bare, and he took over one bed, sitting together with Zhou Yu. Lü Bu lay on the other while Zhao Yun sat on a chair by the side of the bed so they could play cards.

“Whoever loses a round has to tell a ghost story,” Sun Ce suggested.

“You can go tell as many as you want to yourself in the mirror,” Zhou Yu griped.

“Then I’ll start… Wait, don’t go. I won’t tell any. I won’t tell any. I was just joking, okay?” Sun Ce surrendered. “Why do I feel so chilly…?”

“The window won’t close completely.” Zhao Yun went to inspect it. The gap let in freezing wind, and the snow outside still fell heavily.

“You’re not playing?” Sun Ce asked Zhou Yu.

 

***

 

The four men all took turns warming up in the shower.

Lost in thought, Zhou Yu leaned against the head of the bed, staring at Sun Ce’s candlelit side profile.

“Why don’t you tell us about your dream?” Sun Ce teased Zhou Yu.

“What dream?” This was the first time Zhao Yun had heard about it.

Zhou Yu’s expression was frosty. “No thanks; I don’t want to.”

“Have you not been sleeping well recently?” Lü Bu asked.

Zhou Yu glanced at Lü Bu. “Did you know, in your last life you were Sun Ce’s shifu?”
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“Oh?” Lü Bu found that unlikely. “Is that so?”

Sun Ce lost it. “That’s impossible!”

Zhou Yu chuckled as he spoke about his dreams. The blizzard outside gently calmed, huge snowflakes drifting down like feathers. Zhao Yun, Sun Ce, and Lü Bu idly played cards as they listened to Zhou Yu.

The never-ending blue water and sky of Lake Chao, the black smoke and beacon fires of Luoyang, the vast armies amassing outside the Wu Commandery… 

Unconsciously, the three stopped playing, cards going lax in their hands, as Zhou Yu continued.

The peach blossoms blanketing the mountains and fields during spring, floating toward the surface of the lake. They spread out along the water, bobbing on the ripples, before becoming boats floating through the middle of the river in front of Chi Bi, burning with blazing flames…

On this winter night, they were transported by Zhou Yu’s words back to the distant past.

 

***

 

“Later, the dream me,” Zhou Yu ruminated, “was in a hall, waiting for something. A Daoist handed me two talismans, and I held them in my hand.”

When he spoke those words, the room suddenly filled with light.

“Oh!” Lü Bu chuckled. “The power’s back.”

“Finally,” Zhao Yun said, smiling.

“Okay, so the power’s back.” Sun Ce seemed totally engaged, so he nudged Zhou Yu. “Keep going.”

As if he were waking at the end of the night, Zhou Yu said mildly, “There’s nothing more. Speaking of which, it’s weird; the people in my dreams had your faces.”

“You’re joking, right?” Zhao Yun said. “That’s impossible.”

“You knew each other when you were six?” Lü Bu asked as he shuffled the cards.

Zhao Yun said, “Sun Ce owed you from his last life.”

Zhou Yu couldn’t explain it either, and he simply smiled graciously. Their surroundings glowed with light. As soon as the power returned, the lodge appeared much warmer.

“Let’s go back and get some sleep!” Sun Ce said, picking up Zhou Yu bridal style and carrying him back to their room.

 

***

 

The next morning, Sun Ce shook Zhou Yu awake. Sunlight shone through the windows, revealing the outside was a completely fresh, new world of snow and ice.

A light flurry still fell from the sky, but the ski lodge was no longer enveloped in the atmosphere of horror that encompassed it last night. 

“Look!” Sun Ce said.

Behind the lodge was the holiday village Lü Bu and Sun Ce made reservations at. Ski slopes were visible in the distance, and the ski lifts were already on the move. Zhou Yu was torn; after all that they had already arrived—but from the wrong direction.

“Hey!” Lü Bu shouted from down below. “If you head up from the backyard, there’s a hot spring! We’re going skiing first though!”

Sun Ce shouted back a reply before he and Zhou Yu went downstairs to soak in the hot spring.

 

***

 

The drifting snow quickly melted when it touched the water in this open-air hot spring. It landed on Sun Ce’s short hair too, forming an icy crust.

“Hey,” Sun Ce said, squatting in the hot spring, watching Zhou Yu. “Do you remember from last night?”

“What?” Zhou Yu asked, confused by this out-of-the-blue question.

“They said I owed you in my last life,” Sun Ce said.

Zhou Yu was still baffled.

Sun Ce continued, “I have something I want to say as well. I’ve wanted to say it since the day you came to the dorm.”

“What?” Zhou Yu repeated.

“I’ve also had a dream before.”

Zhou Yu jumped. Sun Ce looked at Zhou Yu, and he smiled. “When I was small, there was a kid who kicked me into the water…”

Snowflakes danced through the air, sweeping away from the hot springs, scattering toward the vast lands beyond. 

From the pine grove emitted Zhou Yu’s voice. “…So what? No, I didn’t mean that! Hey! You big ape! Get your hands away from there!”

 

END
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YUAN SHU 袁術: Yuan Shao’s cousin.

ZHANG FEI 张飞: Courtesy name Yide 翼德. One of Liu Bei’s commanders.

ZHANG ZHAO 张昭: Courtesy name Zibu 子布. A scholar who formerly served Tao Qian, now serving Sun Ce. 

ZHAO YUN 赵云: Courtesy name Zilong 赵子龙. A commander who originally served under Gongsun Zan.

ZHOU SHANG 周尚: Zhou Yu’s paternal uncle, the prefect of Danyang.

ZHOU XUN 周循: Zhou Yu’s son.

ZHUGE LIANG 诸葛亮: Courtesy name Kongming 孔明. Liu Bei’s top strategist.

 

 

NAME GUIDE

NAMES, HONORIFICS, AND TITLES

 

Courtesy Names and Given Names

Usually made up of two characters, a courtesy name is given to an individual when they come of age. Traditionally, this was at the age of twenty during one’s crowning ceremony, but it can also be presented when an elder or teacher deems the recipient worthy. Though generally a male-only tradition, there is historical precedent for women adopting a courtesy name after marriage. Courtesy names were a tradition reserved for the upper class.

It was considered disrespectful for one’s peers of the same generation to address someone by their given name, especially in formal or written communication. Use of one’s given name was reserved only for elders, close friends, and spouses.

This practice is no longer used in modern China but is commonly seen in historically inspired media. As such, many characters have more than one name. Its implementation in novels is irregular and is often treated malleably for the sake of storytelling.

 

Terms of Address

ZHUGONG: A term for a vassal addressing their lord.

GONGZI: A term to refer to a young master.

SHAOYE: Another term to refer to a young master.

LAOYE: A term to refer to a master. It can also be used as slang to refer to oneself in an arrogant way.

SHIBO: A term of address meaning “uncle.”

LANG: A term of address meaning “man.”

SHIZHI: A term of address to refer to another master’s disciples, meaning “niece” or “nephew.”

DIDI: A term of familiar address to refer to a younger brother or younger male friend.

 

Diminutives and Name Tags

-GUNIANG: A suffix used when addressing a young lady.

-DAREN: A suffix used when addressing a lord.

-MOU: A suffix used as a traditional way to refer to oneself in third person.

-ER: Affectionate diminutive. A suffix that literally means “son.”

-XIONG: A suffix meaning “elder brother.” Used as a familiar way of addressing a friend of the same age.

-DAGE: A suffix meaning “elder brother.” It’s usually used as a term of respect. It can also be used stand alone.

-XIONGDI: A suffix meaning “brother.”

 

PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

 

Mandarin Chinese is the official state language of mainland China, and pinyin is the official system of romanization in which it is written. As Mandarin is a tonal language, pinyin uses diacritical marks (e.g., ā, á, ă, à) to indicate these tonal inflections. Most words use one of four tones, though some are a neutral tone. Furthermore, regional variance can change the way native Chinese speakers pronounce the same word. For those reasons and more, please consider the guide below a simplified introduction to pronunciation of select character names and sounds from the world of Twin Jades of Jiangdong. More resources are available at sevenseasdanmei.com.

 

 

NOTE ON SPELLING

Romanized Mandarin Chinese words with identical spelling in pinyin—and even pronunciation—may well have different meanings. These words are more easily differentiated in written Chinese, which uses logographic characters.

 

Zhoū Yú

Zhoū as in Joe

Yú as in uee

 

Sūn Cè

Sūn as in sw for swan, u as in stuff, n as in when 

Cè as in cz, uh 

 

GENERAL CONSONANTS

Some Mandarin Chinese consonants sound very similar, such as z/c/s and zh/ch/sh. Audio samples will provide the best opportunity to learn the difference between them.

 

X: somewhere between the sh in sheep and s in silk

Q: a very aspirated ch as in charm

C: ts as in pants

Z: z as in zoom

S: s as in silk

CH: ch as in charm

ZH: dg as in dodge

SH: sh as in shave

G: hard g as in graphic

 

GENERAL VOWELS

The pronunciation of a vowel may depend on its preceding consonant. For example, the “i” in “shi” is distinct from the “i” in “di.” Vowel pronunciation may also change depending on where the vowel appears in a word, for example the “i” in “shi” versus the “i” in “ting.” Finally, compound vowels are often—though not always—pronounced as conjoined but separate vowels. You’ll find a few of the trickier compounds below.

 

IU: as in ewe

IE: ye as in yes

UO: war as in warm



GLOSSARY

 

COMMANDER: A military leader who commands a large group of men.

 

GOVERNOR: A high-ranking official often dispatched by the imperial court to keep an eye on a region. A possibly misleading nomenclature as they do not do any governing.

 

IMPERIAL EXAMINATIONS: A series of examinations designed to select the brightest of the populace to serve in the court as officials. They were separated into three main stages: entry, provincial, then palace, focusing heavily on Confucian doctrine and literature. Passing the exam was a great honor: The top scorer, or Principal Graduate, of each exam would return home showered in accolades. It was the only method through which someone could become part of the aristocracy.

 

PREFECT: The highest ranking official who governs a commandery (a region that often includes one or more cities).

 

RANK SYSTEM: For much of Chinese history, officials were divided into ranks which denoted their status within the court, with upper first rank being the highest. Courtesy demanded that lower-rank officials show appropriate respect to those ranked above them.

 

TRADITIONAL CHINESE MEDICINE: Traditional medical practices in China are commonly based around the idea that qi, or vital energy, circulates in the body through channels called meridians similarly to how blood flows through the circulatory system. Acupuncture points, or acupoints, are special nodes, most of which lie along the meridians. Stimulating them by massage, acupuncture, or other methods is believed to affect the flow of qi and can be used for healing or incapacitation.

 

LOCATIONS

In general, during the Han dynasty, regions were divided into three levels:

Provinces

Commanderies

Counties

 

CITIES THROUGH COMMANDERIES

Please note, most of the capitals of the commanderies and counties had the same name as the county itself.

CHANG’AN: The previous capital of the Han dynasty.

CHANGSHA: Sun Jian served here as prefect.

DANYANG: Zhou Yu’s uncle served here as prefect.

LIYANG: Sun Ce’s uncle served here as prefect.

LUOYANG: The current imperial capital of the Han dynasty.

SHOUCHUN: This lies to the north and west of Lake Chao.

SHU COUNTY CITY: Zhou Yu’s hometown, south and east of Lake Chao.

WU COMMANDERY: Previously was Xu Gong’s territory.

XIAPI COUNTY: Located within Xu Province.

 

LANDMARKS

CHANGBAN: Where the Battle of Changban between Cao Cao and Liu Bei’s forces took place.

CHI BI: The red cliffs where the battle between Cao Cao and Sun Quan with Liu Bei took place.

HANGU PASS: An important pass that lies just north of Luoyang.

LAKE CHAO: The same Lake Chao that exists in modern-day Anhui.

MOUNT GU: A lone mountain that sits on the banks of Lake Chao, opposite Shu County.

MOUNT NANPING: Near Chi Bi, where Zhuge Liang summons the east wind to support their war effort.

 

REGIONS

JIANGNAN: The area of China south of the mid to lower reaches of the Yangtze River. Commonly thought of as a “land of plenty” due to its long association with rice farming.

JIANGZUO: The area south of the lower reaches of the Yangtze River.

JIANGDONG: The area specifically around modern-day Jiangxi, Jiangsu, and parts of Anhui Province south of the Yangtze.

SAIWAI: The region outside the Great Wall.

THE THIRTEEN PROVINCES: Ji, Yang, Jing, Xu, Yi, and Liang are the main provinces covered, corresponding with the thirteen provinces of the Eastern Han as marked on maps.



About the Author

 

Fei Tian Ye Xiang (Arise Zhang) is a Chinese novelist who has been active since 2008. A romantic who crafts fantasy worlds suffused with eastern mythology, he has published a number of books in places such as Mainland China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Southeast Asia, and Germany. Many of his works, including Legend of Exorcism and Dinghai Fusheng Records, have received manhua and popular animated adaptations. He considers writing to be the act of bringing boundless adventure to the mundane life of the real world, allowing his readers to follow his characters in exploring the endless possibilities of time and space. He hopes every world will leave his readers with everlasting memories.



Footnotes

 

Chapter 7: The Path Back

[1] A warlord who founded the short-lived kingdom-state of Western Chu, which spanned the vast region of central and Eastern China during the Chu-Han Contention (206–202 BC). Though a formidable warrior and tactician, he lacked skill in diplomacy and strategy. This eventually led to his defeat, and subsequent suicide, at the hands of Liu Bang, who became the founding emperor of the Han dynasty.

 

[2] At birth, a person’s nominal age is one, and another year is added at the turn of each Chinese New Year.

 

[3] From a poem titled “Changmen Fu,” by Sima Xiangru of the Western Han dynasty. It’s written from the perspective of Empress Chen of Wu, describing the pain she felt upon no longer having her husband’s favor.

 

[4] The stars directly opposite the planet Jupiter. Once idolized as gods, they hold significance in Chinese astrology and are tied to misfortune, with most legends depicting disasters.

 

[5] The name of several different Daoist texts that detail how to bring about an era of great peace and equality.

 

Chapter 8: Wedding

[6] The standard for nominating civil officers.

 

[7] Sister-in-law.

 

Chapter 10: Eternal Parting

[8] Also known as Sun Tzu, a legendary military strategist and purported author of The Art of War.

 

[9] 208 CE.

 

[10] Transliterated, the name means “Yellow Claws Flying Lightning.”

 

[11] Referring to Liu Bei’s position as the governor of Yuzhou, Yu Province.

 

[12] Sun Quan.

 

Chapter 11: Chi Bi

[13] In Chinese mythology, the four spirits represent the four cardinal directions, with each symbolized by a different mythological creature.

 

[14] An ancient form of divination.

 

[15] A set of symbols mapped to eight trigrams intended to represent the nature of reality as different forces opposed and reinforcing one another.

 

[16] 208 CE.

 

[17] 220 CE. “Yueming” is used specifically to indicate the passing of the emperor Cao Cao. Huangchu is the Wei reckoning of years.

 

[18] The year 229. The Huanglong era is a separate reckoning kept by the Wu kingdom.

 

[19] 252 CE.

 

[20] 280 CE. This reckoning system was established after the end of the Three Kingdoms era by Sima Yan, first emperor of Western Jin.

 

[21] 210 CE, two years after the Battle of Chi Bi.
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