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   The Warring States: The Warring States Book 1
 
    
 
   ONE
 
    
 
   The ground began to rumble, and the earth shook. The sprawling camp of thousands collectively ceased what they were doing and turned their attention to the roaring sound building slowly to the south, and even the dogs stopped their incessant barking. 
 
   All eyes looked southward, even and especially those on the ramparts of the besieged city. The men flocked to the large stone walls and looked down, not fearful for their safety for once, for any archers down below had their eyes too locked on the road and not trained upon them. Even men that were in the last agonies of life, and praying to the gods for death to take them quickly, eased up onto battered and broken limbs and tried to get a sight of what was coming.
 
   What was coming were war chariots, and by the sound of it they were coming by the hundreds. Such a number could only mean one thing – Marquis Wen of Wei had finally arrived. 
 
   The arrival meant two different things to the two different groups of the besieged city of Zhongshan. For the men in the heavily barricaded city it meant their downfall, sure and simple. They’d know that it was coming for weeks now, ever since the earth began to pile up into two large mounds on either side of the city gates. Word had spread quickly when that began, but even with every available piece of wood in the city whittled down to the rough size and shape of an arrow and then fired at the workers who did the piling, nothing could stop the steady rise of those earthen mounds. Eventually the workers were out of range and then there was nothing the city could do but wait.
 
   For the men in the camp besieging the city the arrival of their Marquis meant that the two-year siege was finally at its end. It was no secret that the twenty-five year anniversary of the Marquis’ reign was at hand; indeed, the men, from the lowest workers to the highest generals, had expected the Marquis to arrive and the city of fall in time to coincide with that fortuitous date. And now, with the shaking of the earth and the rumbling sound of hundreds of wooden wheels on hard-packed dirt, that time had come.
 
    Marquis Wen of Wei held the reins of the chariot and steered the twin black horses down the twisting and turning road himself. His long black hair, tied in a neat top-knot on his head, blew back behind him, as did the thin wisps of his chest-length beard. His red, gray, and white robes, tied tightly and not nearly as ostentatious as those he wore at court, billowed as the chariot rushed down the road. Only his mustache, carefully trimmed so the ends went no lower than to where his beard began, barely rustled in the onrush of wind the chariot’s speed produced.
 
   Beside him on the small platform stood Zhai Huang, Marquis Wen’s Minister of War. Of roughly the same age, fast approaching seventy, both men could not be more different in appearance. Whereas Wen was rather gaunt in the face, his cheekbones clearly visible and pronounced, Zhai Huang tended rather to fat, so that his cheeks were nearly twice the size of Wen’s. Wen’s nose was straight and angular while Zhai’s was large and round. Both men had the same large, thick black eyebrows that slanted downwards as if in a perpetual scowl, and both sported the customary beard for men of their age and position. But while Wen’s beard covered his entire face, a face wizened and wrinkled with age, and then stretched down to his chest, Zhai’s only covered the area around his chin, his sideburns growing long and stretching down to his beard in the fashionable custom of court. Zhai’s yellow and black robes, however, billowed and shook just as much in the wind as did Wen’s the closer the two men got to the city.
 
   Behind them came more than a hundred chariots, those closest holding two men, but the others further back managing as many as five, their size being much larger. They’d ridden all day and all night and much of the day today to make it to the city. The reason was simple: a bird had arrived in Anyi two days before bearing a short message from Ximen Bao. The engineer had simply said that everything was ready, and that was all the reason that Marquis Wen needed to gather his court and set out at once for the besieged capital of Zhongshan. Now, with the city finally in view, the tiredness disappeared from Wen’s eyes and the aches in his legs vanished. 
 
   A great cheer rose up in the camp as the first chariot was spotted coming up the hilly road to the city, and it grew in size and tempo as the soldiers realized that it was their ruler, Marquis Wen, who was driving it.
 
   Wen deftly steered the chariot along the road, which was now swiftly filling with the cheering soldiers, each clamoring to get a view of their ruler, many of whom had never seen him before. The road ended abruptly amid the earthen embankments and embrasures erected to lay siege to the city and Wen turned the chariot into a wide arc, circling around the end of the road before coming to a rest facing the hundred chariots coming up behind him. Before the chariot had even stopped the soldiers were on all sides of the vehicle cheering, many with tears in their eyes, knowing that the appearance of their Marquis signaled both the end of their service here in Zhongshan as well as a chance for many of them to return home once again to their families.
 
   Zhai Huang’s face screwed up in concern at so many men rushing about the chariot unchecked, any one of whom could in reality be an agent from the besieged city eagerly awaiting the right moment to plunge a concealed dagger into the Marquis. One glance over at Marquis Wen’s smiling face, however, immediately put him at ease; for it was well known that Marquis Wen rarely smiled back in Anyi, the capital city of the State of Wei,
 
   “Sire, we really should get you to a safer place, one with less people and not in such open view of the city,” Zhai said as loudly as he could without shouting. His fears were not totally allayed at the sight of the uncharacteristic joy in the Marquis’s face, and it was his duty as Minister of War to ensure that the state was secure; it being no secret that Wen was the state. 
 
   Wen gave no sign that he’d heard and continued waving to his troops, the long arms of his robes shaking from side-to-side with each motion. Zhai was just about to lean in closer and say the words again when Wen turned slightly toward him.
 
   “Don’t worry so much for once, Zhai,” Marquis Wen said in his slow and steady voice, the same voice that carried so much weight but also imparted so much confidence in all those who heard it. “These men have been laboring against Zhongshan for two years now. They know more than anyone, save perhaps the men staring down from those ramparts, what my arrival here today means.”
 
   “And it is those men in the ramparts which worry me so, Sire,” Zhai said with as much authority as he could. “Who knows how many bows are trained upon us right now, or indeed, how many men from that city secretly surround us now.”
 
   Wen ceased his waving and turned to directly face Zhai this time, his eyes reprimanding. The Minister of War’s heart skipped a beat as he straightened his posture and swallowed his fear.
 
   “As Minister of War, Zhai, you should know full well that we’re well out of arrow range,” Wen said sternly. “Furthermore, I have no doubt that if there were a secret assassin in this crowd, he would be trampled to death before his blade was pulled halfway from his tunic.”
 
   “Forgive me, Sire,” Zhai said slowly, careful to keep the stammer from his voice. “Your safety is my only concern.”
 
   “And there is no fault in that,” Wen said as he began turning back to the soldiers now pressed tightly around the chariot, his arms and robes once again waving at the men.
 
   Zhai relaxed and gave a sigh of relief that he’d not angered Wen. For nearly half of Wen’s reign as Marquis of the State of Wei, Zhai had served him faithfully, first as one of several generals in the field battling the smaller states that surrounded Wei, then for the past five years as Minister of War, himself now responsible for each of those generals in the field. It was a position he’d never expected nor sought after when he’d first begun his career as a soldier nearly fifty years before when Wen’s father had been the ruler of Wei. Wei Huanzi had been a strong and formidable man himself, although Zhai could barely remember him, relying on much of his knowledge of the previous ruler from stories his own father had told him as a boy. His father had also been a soldier, although he had never risen to the heights that Zhai now enjoyed. He’d been killed in a battle against the State of Zhi when Zhai was still but a boy. Zhai had joined the army himself a few years later and served during the last few years of Wei Haunzi’s reign, years which saw the downfall of the State of Zhi at the hands of the three States of Wei, Zhao, and Han.
 
   Zhai’s recollections were interrupted as the crowd’s cheering was cut-off. From behind the chariot the cheering died down and the crowd parted. Wen and Zhai both turned to see General Yue Yang approaching.
 
   The commander of the forces that had been assaulting Zhongshan for two years strode up to the chariot confidently, his head held high and his piercing brown eyes seeming to stare right through them, as always. His head appeared to have been freshly shaved just that morning, as was his habit, but his mustache looked to have grown another few inches down his face since Zhai had seen him last. As Yue covered the last few feet from the edge of the crowd to the chariot Zhai could see the same reddish mud of the earth around them covering the bottom of his flowing brown robes. When he’d but another foot to go Yue abruptly dropped to his knees and bowed forth, covering his robes in even more mud, and his previously clean tunic as well.
 
   “Sire, you do us all a great honor with your presence here today on this eve of both your twenty-fifth year as Marquis of the glorious State of Wei and the downfall of the treacherous State of Zhongshan,” Yue said loudly for all around to hear, his head still pressed down firmly against the ground.
 
   Zhai glanced over at Wen to see if the Marquis took note of the seemingly well-rehearsed nature of the short speech that had been given, but if he had, he gave no indication of it. Instead, for the second time that day, and perhaps that year for all Zhai knew, Wen smiled, then stepped from the back of the chariot, muddying his own immaculately white lower robes nearly the same color as those he wore further up his body.
 
   “It is you who have done us a great honor, General Yue,” Wen said as he walked to the prostrate commander. “Without your wise and judicious command I’d have very little to celebrate tomorrow.”
 
   “You do me too much honor,” Yue said, still face down on the ground.
 
   “Please, rise and walk with me,” Wen said, gesturing with his arm for Yue to stand.
 
   Yue quickly and obediently did as he was told and within moments he and the Marquis were walking toward the earthen embankments, the crown parting before them, each soldier kneeling as their ruler passed by. Zhai watched with a nearly open mouth before he hiked up his own robes and stepped from the back of the chariot to follow.
 
   “Yes, Sire,” Yue was saying when Zhai had hurriedly reached the two men and slowed his pace to match their own, walking a few paces behind, “the river diversions are nearly complete, at least that’s what Ximen Bao told me the last time we spoke.”
 
   “And when was that?” Wen asked, his head held high and his gaze resting levelly on the besieged city in front of them.
 
   “Two days ago, Sire,” Yue replied quickly.
 
   Wen’s stride slowed and he appeared to be about to turn toward Yue when the general himself stopped.
 
   “Ximen Bao has been working steadily both night and day to ensure that everything is ready for tomorrow,” Yue hastily added. “I’ve sent messengers off to ascertain how close he is to completion. Each time, however, the messengers have returned with news that the engineer won’t even grant them a brief audience, so busy is he on the preparations.”
 
   Zhai silently moved up a step closer behind Yue so that he could get a better look at Wen’s face. The Marquis’s eyes were downcast; a look that Zhai knew full-well meant that Wen was deep in thought. A moment later he looked up at the city and once again began his slow walk through the crowd of soldiers.
 
   “The messengers tell me that he’s toiling right alongside his workers,” Yue added after they’d taken a few more paces.
 
   Wen let out a single short, sharp laugh which flew through the crowd all around them, eliciting a round of laughter from the soldiers nearby, happy to see their ruler pleased, no doubt at their own splendid performance during the siege, Zhai surmised.
 
   “There’s nothing new in Ximen working alongside his men,” Wen said, humor in his voice. “Most of the time the work his men do isn’t up to par with what he himself believes he’s capable of. I’ve known him to dismiss half his workforce, thinking he can do the job better himself.”
 
   Wen laughed again and this time Zhai even saw Yue’s always implacable face breakout in a modest grin. 
 
   “I’m happy that you are pleased, Sire,” the general said.
 
   They walked in silence after that, Wen waving as the soldiers cheered his approach, bowing when he reached them and rising to cheer again when he’d passed. Another few feet brought them to the edge of the earthen embankments that had been constructed as both a defensive wall against the archers from the city and for the onslaught that would be released the following day.
 
   “Tell me, Yue,” Wen said when he’d reached the embankment and come to a halt, his arms crossed and his hands hidden in his deep robes, his gaze still leveled at the city, “what word has there been from Duke Wu?”
 
   Yue crossed his own arms, put one leg up on the embankment, and leaned forward. “We’ve heard nothing from the either the Duke of Zhongshan, or his leading general, in nearly two months.”
 
   Wen turned from the city to Yue. “Not since your son’s death?”
 
   Yue kept his gaze on the city. “That is correct, Sire.”
 
   Zhai studied Yue at that moment and was struck by how calm his face was as he stared at the city, how unemotional his voice sounded as he spoke of his dead son, his only son. The news had reached back to Anyi rather quickly about Yue Shan’s death, and then, since it’d had to travel through the State of Zhao to get to Wei, through the entirety of the Seven States. It was in no way odd or unusual for a general’s son to be killed in battle, indeed it happened quite frequently, but in the case of Yue Shan’s death, the details were just too grim to ignore.
 
   “Sire!” came a loud shout from behind them, “it’s not safe for you this close to the defensive works!”
 
   Zhai’s recollections about Yue Yang’s son were broken and the three men quickly turned their attention away from the city and to the man coming up behind them.
 
   “You worry too much about me, Wu,” Wen said in a firm voice. “My safety is most certainly on the forefront of General Yue’s thoughts today.”
 
   “I’m sure it is, father,” Wu said as he reached them and looked from Yue to Wen, “but that still doesn’t mean that a Zhongshan soldier cannot have a lucky shot.”
 
   “Not at five hundred feet they can’t,” Yue scoffed.
 
   Zhai looked at Wu and saw his face turn a brief red before he gained control of his emotions and visibly calmed himself, letting the comment go. 
 
   “Anything is possible,” Wu said quietly and with the full knowledge that Yue was correct.
 
   Marquis Wen’s oldest son and heir to the throne had become quiet adept at maintaining his composure over the past several years, something which pleased not only his father but all those who’d once been unfortunate enough to be on the receiving end of one of Wu’s sudden and inexplicable outbursts. Almost the spitting image of his father, Wu today wore a more modest set of brown robes over his legs while donning a tighter-fitting tunic of the same color over his body. His hair was long and black, showing none of the grayness at the temples as did his fathers, but tied neatly in a top-knot just the same. His beard was but a single long wisp running from his chin; although his long mustache flowed down to join it, lending a greater volume. What was most striking about Wu’s features, however, and in such contrast to that of his father, were his eyes. Whereas Marquis Wen’s eyes were nearly always narrowed slits, seemingly taking in every minute detail that there was to see, weighing it and measuring it for further use, Wu’s eyes were large, wide and rather awestruck in appearance, and many were quick to notice the lack of confidence that could somehow clearly, yet unexplainably, be spotted within their depths.
 
   Zhai looked into those eyes now as Wu made his comment to Yue, which was thoroughly ignored by the general as if he’d not even heard it, and he saw the manly bravado that Wu had carried with him from the chariots to the embrasures vanish, replaced by the childish look of worry, concern, and even more ominously, fear, that so characterized the heir’s appearance and outlook.
 
   Wu was fast approaching fifty, more than twice the age his father had been when he’d assumed the leadership of Wei from his own father nearly a half-century before. Zhai knew that Wu bridled at that, wanting to become Marquis himself, but he also knew that the thought equally worried Wu. Whatever mold Wu had been cast from, it certainly wasn’t the same as that which produced Wen. Wu seemingly possessed none of the qualities that his father did: wisdom, decisiveness, and good-judgment, although he neither exhibited any of the qualities that had driven so many states into ruin when a father lived too long for his son’s ambitions. Thankfully there was no fear that Wu would try and kill his father to gain power, mainly because Wu was so fearful of power in the first place. 
 
   Blessed Shangdi! Zhai marveled to himself, thinking of the Supreme God and his myriad peculiarities in his choices for men. Why was it that such a competent and respected ruler as Marquis Wen, a man that had gained so much over the years, elevating his state to one of the most powerful, if not the most powerful, of the Seven States, should have such an inept son, one that would surely squander and lose everything that his father had worked so hard to attain.
 
   Zhai wasn’t the only one who wished that something would befall Wu before his father died, making Wu’s son, Hui, heir apparent. Now there was a man that was fit to be a marquis, if not a king, Zhai thought, picturing the boy in his mind. Funny, he thought, looking at Wu; he still thought of Hui as a boy. Somewhere out there among these thousands of soldiers was Hui, perhaps even watching the proceedings between his father and grandfather at this very moment. What did Hui think of his father, Zhai wondered? Surely he saw the same inadequacies that everyone else saw and spoke about when they were out of earshot of any of the royal family. Was Hui the type to plot against his own father, perhaps even before he became Marquis? He certainly was more commanding than his father, but still, Hui wasn’t the dominant personality that his grandfather was, able to bend men to his will, and he didn’t have the diplomatic touch to solve problems like his father. Many in the State of Wei knew this and dreaded him coming to the throne, suspecting when he did the state would suffer some dire calamity. 
 
   Still, there was little that could be done for that, besides treachery, which would be worse than either coming to the throne. Zhai loved Marquis Wen, but he knew that the man, despite his total lack of concern over the issue, didn’t have that many years yet to live. His son would come to power, but how long would he reign? Twenty years at the most? Even fewer? And then it would be Hui’s turn to lead the State of Wei, Shangdi help us!
 
   “How far is the river from here?” Wen asked Yue, completely ignoring the brief exchange between his son and the general.
 
   “Not far, Sire, less than a mile in fact.”
 
   Wen nodded. “I should like to have an audience with Ximen Bao before the day is through, that is if you think that he could spare me more time than he has your messengers.”
 
   Yue was flustered for a moment, unable to detect the slight humor that Wen was known to throw into a conversation from time-to-time, a trait that even managed to turn his enemies into friends.
 
   “I’ll make sure that he does,” Yue said forcefully, no doubt perturbed by the thought that Ximen Bao would have the gall to dismiss his Marquis, Zhai thought.
 
   “Very well,” Wen said, folding his arms into his robes and turning from the city to Yue, looking patiently at his general.
 
   Yue stood confused for a few moments, probably still trying to puzzle out what exactly Wen had implied, before Zhai interrupted his thoughts.
 
   “General, shall we take a chariot to the river, or would it do the Marquis’s feet good to walk the distance?”
 
   If Yue was flustered before he was completely off-balance now. “Why, we could do either, but…,” he paused looking from Wen to Zhai and back again, “but I think it would be best to take a chariot, don’t you?”
 
   “I think it would,” Zhai replied and this time he held out his own arm, showing Wen the way back to the chariots and leaving Yue still standing in the mud trying to figure out what it was that had just occurred.
 
   “There may be assassins among the men,” Wu said as Wen and Zhai reached him and he fell in beside them for the walk back to the chariots. “It would do best for you to retire to your tent, father, which is being erected as we speak further down the road.”
 
   Wen turned to look at Zhai, a smile once again on his face. The Marquis certainly was happy on this eve of his reign’s anniversary!
 
   “My son seems to think that I’ve never walked upon a field of battle before, Zhai,” Wen said. “Perhaps we shouldn’t have taken him with us after all, but left him back in the libraries of Anyi to study the scrolls of my many victories over the past fifty years.”
 
   Zhai said nothing, only gave a slight smile, his eyes locked down on the muddy road. It was fine for the Marquis to make light of his son’s unwarranted concern; it would not do, however, for his Minister of War to begin chiding the heir as well.
 
   “We’ve been riding hard for nearly three days, father,” Wu pressed, “certainly you must be tired from such a journey.”
 
   “I am tired from the journey, Wu, but not as tired as I’m becoming from listening to your constant badgering over my safety,” Wen said bitingly.
 
   Zhai glanced over and saw Wu flinch back at the rebuttal, narrow his eyes, then appear ready to make a retort. Thankfully he thought the better of it and seemed to relax. They walked the rest of the way back to the chariots in silence save for the still-cheering soldiers on either side of them.
 
    
 
   TWO
 
   The workers moved, but not fast enough.
 
   “Get those support beams up and in place! Move!”
 
   Ximen Bao stood on a high mound of hard-packed red earth and watched the hundred or so workers scurry in the mud and ankle-deep water below. 
 
   “Shangdi help us!” he muttered to himself as he saw a group of ten workers lose their footing in the water, falter, nearly correct themselves, then completely drop their massive wooden beam to the ground, almost taking out the ten workers to their right.
 
   “If only I was back down on the Zhang River,” Ximen said muttered as he shook his head and turned away from the commotion beneath him. “Now there was a project worthy of my time!”
 
   Ximen stroked his long and spiked, black beard as he walked along the embankment. He was a tall man, nearly six feet in height, and rail-thin, although if one looked closely they could see that it was a muscled thinness from the hard work which the engineer took part in still, even though he was past fifty. His black hair was cut short in the back but allowed to grow long in the front so he could comb it back. Usually, as today, it was fastened on top with a pin so that it would stay out of his eyes, eyes that were wrinkled and hallowed from so many years spent outdoors with the sun in them. His mustache, a large gap in the middle under his nose, blew in the faint breeze before flowing down past his chin, and he brushed at it absently as he walked. 
 
   He turned and looked north, back along the path of the river, a path which he’d painstakingly created over the past six months, ever since it’d been decided by General Yue Yang that the capital city of Zhongshan wouldn’t give up and could not be breached by men alone. Large earthen embankments spread for more than two miles from north to south before they met the larger Fan River, a river which flowed from east to west, paralleling the path of the mighty Yellow River to the south. In less than a day now, Ximen knew, the Fan River would no longer be flowing west like the Yellow, but south through those earthen embankments that his workers had spent so much time building to his exacting specifications, specifications which were still not completely satisfactory.
 
   Turning south, Ximen looked back along the mile-long distance to the city. The whole way was marked out easily by those embankments which paralleled the road and led right up to the city gates. 
 
   “I just hope they hold,” Ximen said to himself, not quite sure what the outcome of tomorrow would be.
 
   He’d sent the bird off to Anyi to inform Marquis Wen about his progress more than two days ago now, although he hadn’t wanted to. Yue Yang, himself under pressure to bring down the defiant city in time for the anniversary of Marquis Wen’s reign, had insisted that Ximen send the message off.
 
   “It doesn’t matter that you’re not wholly completed with the embankments, yet,” Yue had said early in the morning three days before. “You’ll have had ample time to complete the necessary arrangements in the time that it takes the Marquis to get to the city.”
 
   “I haven’t the men or the time to finish properly!” Ximen had argued.
 
   “You’ll have the men, hundreds if that’s what it takes, and their numbers will give you the time,” Yue had said firmly before laying the paper in front of Ximen, the message on it already written out and but awaiting his seal.
 
   Ximen had chopped it; what choice did he have? If Yue wanted the diversion completed in two days time, the diversion would be completed in two days time. At least he’d been true to his word; that afternoon another three hundred soldiers had appeared in his camp, doubling his workforce. They were clumsy and more used to following orders blindly than thinking for themselves, something which made that first day almost counterproductive. The next day they’d somehow pulled together, however, and the work had gone quickly and without incident. Now they only had to lay support beams in the more troublesome areas of the embankments and they would be finished.
 
   “I just hope they hold,” Ximen said again to himself as he looked at the embankments stretching for more than a mile to the city gates, not wanting to think about what would happen if they didn’t.
 
   His attention was jerked away from the city and toward a faint cloud of dust that was growing along the road. He narrowed his eyes and put his hand to his forehead to block the sun.
 
   “Chariots, two of them, coming up fast,” he said to himself before lowering his arm and turning back the way he’d come. “What does Yue want now?”
 
   He wouldn’t scurry down to the road to find out, that was for sure. Yue knew well enough by now that he wasn’t going to scamper to his every beck-and-call. Ximen walked back to the edge of the embankment and looked down at the workers who were just managing to get one end of the large support beam wedged down into the mud before they braced it against the embankment. Ximen sighed as he watched them and then jumped off the embankment and began hopping and sliding down the earthen slope to the mud and water below. Yue was always quick with his inspections if he saw that Ximen was working alongside his men, and Ximen was in no mood for an inspection this morning.
 
   * * * * *
 
   “The height is much greater than I imagined,” Marquis Wen said loudly to Yue, who was standing beside him in the chariot and steering the horses down the road and past the embankments to their left.
 
   “What?” Yue yelled beside him, unable to hear over the rush of wind and the horse’s hooves pounding down the road.
 
   “The embankments,” Wen yelled this time, “they’re higher than I imagined.”
 
   Yue nodded but kept his eyes fixed on the road ahead of them. “Aye, they have to be, according to Ximen. The Fan is a swift river, and once unleashed from its usual course it’ll come flooding down into this valley with a vengeance.”
 
   Wen nodded but said nothing more. He would wait to get the exact details from Ximen Bao himself. It had been more than six months since Wen had sent a messenger to the Zhang River requesting Ximen’s presence in the capital. He’d known that a bird wouldn’t do for a summons; Ximen would have simply ignored it, waited for another to arrive, and then ignored that one as well. Only an emissary from the royal court would’ve been able to pull the dogged engineer from his beloved canal project, a project which he’d envisioned and which would not see completion during his lifetime, perhaps not even the lifetimes of his children, or even grandchildren.
 
   Ximen had made rather swift progress to the capital, taking only four days, even though Wen knew the journey could have been made in half the time. He put up with the delay, as well as the engineer’s rather ungracious moods and manners, for Ximen was the best engineer in the whole of the Seven States, a fact which the man knew and which afforded him a certain amount of leeway.
 
   That leeway was not enough, however, to ensure that Ximen could stay on at his beloved canal project. Wen smiled as he remembered how Ximen had begun to argue when it was made known that he’d instead be sent north, across Zhao lands, to the small State of Zhongshan.
 
   “Whatever for?” Ximen had said scornfully. “That state knows nothing about hydraulics and there are more important matters right here in Wei.”
 
   “You will complete a project much like the project your father completed for my father more than fifty years ago,” Wen had answered calmly in the face of Ximen’s tirade.
 
   Ximen had swallowed whatever rebuke he’d been ready to throw at his Marquis and instead narrowed his eyes and stroked his beard.
 
   “You want me to do to Zhongshan what was done to Jinyang,” Ximen had said more than asked.
 
   Wen had remained silent as he watched Ximen put the pieces together in his mind; weighing the possibilities and calculating the problems.
 
   “There is no other way?” he’d asked after several moments, turning his eyes back to Wen. “Fighting alone won’t subdue the city?”
 
   Wen had shaken his head. “They’ll not give in and we cannot breach their defenses with men alone. Only you, Ximen Bao, can subdue the once mighty State of Zhongshan and bring it into the State of Wei.”
 
   “It will be a difficult project, one that will take a great deal of time and manpower,” Ximen had said, his interest and curiosity piqued by Wen’s skillful stroking of his ego.
 
   “You’ll have all the men you need and three months in which to do it,” Wen had answered quickly.
 
   Ximen had shaken his head. “I will need at least six, possibly more. I haven’t even seen the land yet.”
 
   “Very well,” Wen had agreed. “You will have six months and whatever else you require, but you must leave at once, this very night.”
 
   “And the Zhang River Canal, what of that?” Ximen had asked, his eyes narrowing once again. “If work is halted there to subdue Zhongshan it’ll set us back years.”
 
   “The work will not stop,” Wen had said quickly. “Your subordinates will carry on the work. I know from your reports that there is more than enough general labor to keep all your men there busy for nearly a year before major engineering changes are again called for.”
 
   “It’s not that simple!” Ximen had begun before Wen had cut him off with an upraised hand.
 
   “The decision has been made, and you will leave at once.”
 
   Even Ximen had known the limits of his already questionable stretching of royal patience, so he’d simply bowed, ensured that the project would be completed, and left the palace and then Anyi. That was the last time Wen had seen his chief engineer.
 
   “Whoa!” Yue yelled as he pulled on the reins and brought the twin black horses to a halt where the road ended in front of a large earthen embankment that jutted off from that which they’d been running parallel to since leaving the city defenses a few minutes before.
 
   Yue handed the reins to a worker who quickly ran down from the embankments and then hopped off the chariot.
 
   “The Fan River runs east-west right behind that large embankment in front of us,” Yue pointed out with his arm to Wen. “Ximen should be atop it or down on the other side.”
 
   Wen nodded and hiked up his robes. “Then let us make our way to the top. I’m eager to hear how the project has progressed from the engineer himself.”
 
   Yue began to protest, but Wen was already climbing up the earthen slope, his white and grey robes held tightly in his hands, although the hems had already become stained with the red mud that was everywhere. Yue sighed and pulled up his own robes and fell in behind his marquis. There was no sense in trying to talk him out climbing up the fifty-foot slope, Yue knew; once Wen had his mind set on something nothing and no one could change it.
 
   “Father, please, let me go and fetch Ximen myself,” Wu’s voice called up after them.
 
   Yue looked behind him to see the second chariot pull up behind the first, Zhai tugging on the reins and Wu waiting impatiently for it to stop so he could jump out. Yue stopped, and turned back toward Wen, but the marquis was already several feet further up the slope than he had been when Yue had turned away. Obviously the man wasn’t in the mood to listen to anyone today but Ximen, so Yue began trudging up the slope once again, Wu’s futile protestations following from below.
 
   The embankment rose up more than fifty feet and it took the two men a few minutes to ascend its steep slope. When they reached the top, reddened dirt and stones still tumbling down below them, they could see all the way back to the city more than a mile away. The whole length from the city to where they now stood was piled high with the same embankments, two long, snake-like rises thirty feet apart, a deep trench between them. That trench was empty for the time being, but in less than a day it would be full of water.
 
   Wen stood for a moment scanning the view. To the north of them was the Fan River, nearly fifty feet below them and only a few dozen feet away. Wen could see the large waves churned up by the spring runoff from the Luliang Mountains and could imagine the sound the smaller boulders were making as they were churned along in its wake. He walked across the embankment to the other side and peered down into the deep trench. There were several dozen workers below hoisting large wooden beams and wedging them into the slopes of the embankment that he stood on as well as that across from him. He scanned the trench and saw that their were similar beams running for hundreds of feet along the embankments toward the city, their numbers increasing the closer they got to the river. Already there was a pooling of water, seepage from the river he imagined, that was collecting in the trench. The workers were nearly up to their knees in it the closer they were to the river and in the space of just a few moments Wen could see several large chunks of earth fall from the embankments to roll down into the watery trench. It was no wonder they needed the support beams; this close to the river the embankments wouldn’t last much longer.
 
   Yue came up beside Wen and pointed down at the men. “Ximen’s down there working beside his men, as usual.”
 
   Wen followed Yue’s arm, but had a hard time making out one worker from another. It took him a few moments, but then he noticed Ximen, the engineer’s combed-back hair already showing reddish tints from the muddy water he was moving around in.
 
   “I’ll send one of the worker’s down to get him,” Yue said, and began moving further along the embankment to where a cluster of workers were busy packing the earth down.
 
   “No,” Wen said suddenly, stopping Yue in his tracks and turning him back to the marquis. “I’ll go down there myself.”
 
   Before Yue could protest Wen was again hiking up his robes and moving toward the edge of the embankment. 
 
   “Sire, is that really necessary?” Zhai’s voice called out as Wen reached the edge of the embankment.
 
   Yue turned to see the Minister of War climb the last few steps to the top of the embankment.
 
   “I don’t think that you’ll be dissuading him this day,” Yue called back to him before turning to see Wen hop off the top of the embankment and begin the descent down into the watery trench. 
 
   Yue rushed to the edge and peered over. Wen was rushing down the embankment, his feet rising and falling quickly as he tried to slow his descent. The embankment was crumbling all around him as he rushed down, pebbles and clumps of dirt rolling down beside him, then larger stones and mounds of earth as he progressed further. After thirty feet he reached the section of the embankment that was being supported by the wooden beams and he had to do a few quick sidesteps to steer clear of them. A few moments later he was at the bottom, his feet splashing noisily into the water, where his movement stopped so suddenly that he pitched forward and, for a brief moment, Yue thought that he would fall face first into the watery muck. Instead he immediately dropped the robes he’d been clutching tightly all the way down and threw his arms out, which proved adequate enough for him to keep his balance. 
 
   Most of the workers that’d been busy hoisting beams had stopped their work when Wen began rushing down toward them, and they still stood by idly. Ximen too had had his attention pulled away from the task at hand, but now that the incident was over he sharply reprimanded his men.
 
   “What? You’ve never seen a man descend the slopes before? I just did it myself a few minutes ago. Now get back to work!” he yelled at the men around him, who quickly began lifting their wooden beam once again.
 
   Angrily Ximen trudged toward the man, more so at the interruption to the work, which was already dangerously close to not being completed in time, than at the presence of whomever this newcomer was who didn’t know about the fragility of the embankments this close to the river. His legs splashed loudly as he moved quickly to where the man still stood as if waiting for someone to come to him and give him directions. I’ll give him directions, alright, Ximen thought as he got closer, but then he slowed suddenly and almost came to a complete stop. He’d been expecting a common worker to come into view, not his marquis.
 
   “Sire, whatever are you doing here?” Ximen said, his voice now full of wonder instead of anger.
 
   “I wanted to view your work for myself, and close up,” Wen replied. “I see that everything’s gone well and that you’ve completed your task.”
 
   Ximen stood stock-still for a moment, still not believing that Marquis Wen was standing before him knee-deep in the same muddy water that he’d been knee-deep in for the past several weeks. It took him a few moments to shake off his surprise and find his voice.
 
   “There’s still some work to be done, as you can see,” Ximen said, motioning behind him at the men who were once again hoisting the beams into place.
 
   Wen nodded and looked back at the slope he’d just come down. “Yes, I can tell from my descent just now that these embankments are rather fragile things the closer they get to the river.”
 
   “You’re rather lucky, actually, Sire,” Ximen said as he took a few steps and covered the distance between himself and the Marquis. “We make sure that all of the workers descend several hundred feet down from here, where the earth is not so prone to slides. Just a few weeks ago we had to institute that rule when two workers were caught in a slide coming down not far from where you just did. Both were buried in the rubble and it took us several hours to dig them out and another few days after that to firm up the slope once again.”
 
   “Well, if would’ve known that then I would have come down in another spot,” Wen said, a bit surprised that he’d been in such danger.
 
   “Who are you with?” Ximen asked. “I’m surprised that no one warned you.”
 
   “I just arrived at the battlements not an hour ago and then immediately came here,” Wen answered. “General Yue and I rode together from the city.”
 
   “Yue knows the dangers,” Ximen said as he stared up the slope, although he saw no one.
 
   Wen shook his head and waved his hand. “Let us not worry about what’s been done.” He put his hands on his hips and turned to look around him before turning back to Ximen. 
 
   “Tell me, Ximen, will everything go as planned tomorrow?”
 
   Ximen turned to look back behind him, ran his hand over his hair, then put his own hands on his hips as he turned back to Wen.
 
   “For the past few days we’ve just been firming up the slopes with support beams, as you can see here. Without them the embankments would erode under the water and tumble down. Now, when the river is unleashed tomorrow the weight of the water should hold them firm long enough. The question is, will the river flow all the way to the city, or will it somehow break through along the way and make a new course.”
 
   “What do you think?” Wen asked.
 
   Ximen shook his head. “I can’t be sure. There’s a good possibility that it’ll reach the city gates as we want, but there’s also a chance that the river will be diverted for a short time, rise up over the embankments, and then continue on westward along its usual course. Rivers are tricky creatures, living things, really. They follow their own whims and desires and can be difficult, if not impossible, to control.”
 
   “Now I’m not sure if you’re talking about a river or a woman,” Wen said with a straight face.
 
   Ximen turned back to him, confusion in his eyes, before he broke out in a wide smile, joined a moment later by a knowing smirk from Wen. Both men laughed for a few moments before Wen turned serious once again.
 
   “Will they hold, Ximen?” Wen asked, his gaze level and firm and showing none of the mirth of just a moment ago.
 
   Ximen’s expression sobered and he looked down at the water around his legs for a moment before meeting Wen’s eyes again.
 
   “Let me show you the dam,” he said and held his arm up for Wen to move beside him.
 
   The two began walking through the water and were soon past the workers. They walked in silence for several hundred feet before the embankments suddenly turned to the right at a sharp angle.
 
   “We found out soon after starting work that it wouldn’t do to have the water rush down in a single straight line,” Ximen said to Wen’s wondering look. “The force of the water would simply have been too strong. That is why you see twists and turns, slight but noticeable, when you stand at the top and look back at the city. Each one of those turns is in fact a large amount of rocks and boulders packed together tightly with earth. They’re designed to channel the water correctly so that any excess energy isn’t wasted, or becomes too destructive to the route.”
 
   Turning around the bend brought them right up to the dam that Ximen had mentioned. Both men stopped and Ximen stepped back a step and looked at Wen, himself always anxious to see the face of someone new to the sight.
 
   Before them, where the twin embankments of the trench ended, was a massive wall of earth held firm by huge wooden support beams, each more than twice the size of those farther down the trench. They were firmly placed up against wooden planks laid all across the earthen mound, and between their cracks water could be seen seeping and spilling into the trench from the river beyond.
 
   Wen stared up in silence at the earthen monstrosity, and he could hear the roar of the river that was concealed behind the unnatural earthen construction.
 
   “Tonight we’ll secure ropes to those beams and attach them to large boulders atop the embankments,” Ximen said. “When the word is given tomorrow, the boulders will be rolled down the opposite sides and the force will wrench the beams from their positions, breaking the dam and unleashing the full force of the river down through the trench and onto the city below.”
 
   It will be quite a forceful way to bring in the anniversary of your becoming marquis,” Ximen added with a smile.
 
   Wen just stood and stared up at the wood and earthen dam for a few more moments in silence before turning to Ximen, a large smile on his face.
 
   “You’ve exceeded my expectations,” Wen said. “I wasn’t sure that you could do it in the time allotted.”
 
   “Thank you, Sire,” Ximen said with a bow. “You are too kind.”
 
   “You will be rewarded handsomely for this after the city is defeated tomorrow,” Wen said. “You have succeeded with your mind where many thousands could not have succeeded with their swords.”
 
   “The only reward that I seek is to once again be allowed to return to the construction of the Zhang River Canal,” Ximen said as he rose.
 
   “You shall be allowed to return and work out your days there,” Wen replied.
 
   Their attention was jerked away from each other by the sound of someone approaching from around the bend, the splashing of their feet audible over even the roar of the river.
 
   “Don’t tell me that enemy archers worry you even here, my son,” Wen said before he’d even fully turned around to face the person approaching.
 
   “Enemy archers not so much, but a sudden break in the dam does concern me,” Wu replied, his robes wet and muddied to such an extent that it was obvious he’d taken a fall somewhere between coming down the slope and reaching his father.
 
   “Will the damn break suddenly, Ximen?” Wen asked, turning to face the engineer once again, a mischievous look on his face.
 
   “No, Sire, it will not,” Ximen replied casually.
 
   “Well, there you have it Wu, worrying for nothing yet again you are.”
 
   Wu reached them and the angry splashing of his feet ceased. He combed back a long strand of wet hair that’d been plastered to his face and let out a deep sigh.
 
   “Father, let us get you back to the outskirts of the city where a tent’s being erected as we speak. You would put my worrying mind to rest if you’d grant me this one wish today.”
 
   Wen looked his son up and down for a moment before nodding his head. “Very well, I’ll do as you wish, but mind you, not for any fear of my own safety, only to appease your growing anxiety.”
 
   “Thank you, father,” Wen said with obvious relief. “Zhai and General Yue are waiting for us atop the slope.”
 
   “My Minister of War didn’t feel the need for a bath after the long journey?” Wen chided his son.
 
   Wu merely shook his head and looked down at his feet. “Standing in this water cannot be good for your health, father.”
 
   Wen let the smile fade from his face before he turned back to Ximen. “I’ll be back early in the morning to see the dam breached.”
 
   “All will be ready and waiting for you,” Ximen replied with a bow, his robes brushing the surface of the water.
 
   Wen turned back to his son. “Well, aren’t you going to lead me back to the tent?” he asked, feigning helplessness.
 
   Ximen watched as the Marquis of Wei and the heir to that title sloshed through the water and away from him. There was such a discernable difference in the temperaments and personalities of father and son, and Ximen wondered how Wei would fare when Wen finally died and his son became marquis. It was something he’d found himself thinking on more and more frequently over the past few years, especially since he’d been granted permission to begin his canal project. Ximen had no worries about the project while Wen ruled, but how that project would fare under the son, well, that was something he could not be sure of, he thought as he turned and stared up at the leaking dam once again. He stood standing for a few minutes pondering that thought before shaking his head.
 
   “Here I am standing around idly and staring at nothing,” he chuckled to himself. “You’re becoming even worse than your workers, Ximen.” 
 
   He gave a short barking laugh before walking back the way he’d come with Wen, eager to join his workers in putting the last beams into place and finally put this project behind him.
 
    
 
   THREE
 
   The rat paused to sniff at the ball of rice. The decision proved fatal; a moment later a crossbow bolt impaled the creature, killing it instantly.
 
   “Ha!” Hui shouted in delight. He lowered the crossbow and turned to the soldier next to him, a large grin on his face. “You owe me three bu’s!” he declared, referring to the spade-shaped coins used by the majority of the Seven States.
 
   “A lucky shot if I’ve ever seen one,” the soldier said dejectedly as he reached into his robes and pulled out the three coins and placed them into Hui’s outstretched hand.
 
   “I call it skill,” Hui said before he bit down on each of the bronze coins then put them into his own robes, satisfied they were authentic.
 
   The soldier shook his head but said nothing.
 
   Hui’s long black hair was tied in a queue down his back. He had a long, straight black beard down to his chest, his mustache trailing down into it as was fashionable. His red and black robes were tight-fitting, suited for the demands of the barricades he oversaw day-in and day-out. He stared at the soldier for a few moments.
 
   “Care to double the odds?” he asked at last.
 
   “You’ve already taken all my wages for this month and the next!” the soldier cried out in anguish.
 
   “And now I’m giving you the chance to win them back,” Hui replied with a smile.
 
   “Oh, no,” the soldier said, “I know you, Hui, and the only chance you’re giving me is to lose another two month’s pay.”
 
   “Well, have it your way.” 
 
   Hui turned to leave, ready to get back to his own tent in an area of the camp that wasn’t so dusty and close to the barricades. For nearly two years he’d been stationed outside of the Zhongshan capital, at first fighting alongside common soldiers of Wei against their enemy, but then more often than not simply living with them and waiting. The siege which had begun so hopefully had quickly ended in stalemate as both sides hunkered down for a long wait. After two years, however, there were signs that it was over: the embankments which had been under construction for the previous six months were finally near completion. It’d been just a few days before, in fact, that word had been sent back to Anyi for the marquis to come to Zhongshan to see the fall of the city for himself.
 
   Hui was walking back through the camp when a soldier rushed up to him.
 
   “Sir, where have you been?” the man panted, nearly out of breath from wherever it was he’d run from.
 
   “Wiling away the time. Where should I have been?” Hui asked with irritation at such a silly question.
 
   “Marquis Wen has arrived from Anyi!” the soldier gasped, his hands on his knees as he bent forward to try and catch his breath.
 
   “My grandfather is here already?” Hui asked, surprised at the news. He hadn’t expected the old man to make the journey so quickly.
 
   “And your father with him,” the soldier added. “Both were at the edge of the barricades near the road before they went off to see the diversion project up close for themselves.”
 
   Hui turned away from the man and stared at the city in the distance, the large stone walls still looming high and impenetrable. 
 
   “So that means the siege will be over soon,” he said.
 
   “That it does,” the man replied more quickly, his breath returning. “The word is that the dam will be breached tomorrow morning to coincide with the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Marquis’s reign.”
 
   Hui scoffed at the man’s words. “My grandfather has been ruling Wei much longer than twenty-five years!” Closer to fifty, in fact, Hui thought as he continued to stare at the city and remembered his own father telling him about his mighty grandfather and how, twenty years into his reign and fed up with how Duke You of Jin was ruling, he’d proclaimed himself Marquis, causing the other state rulers to do the same in short order. Even though that had been twenty-five years ago tomorrow, Hui pondered, there had still been no formal recognition of that long-ago proclamation by King Weilie of Zhou.
 
   Hui came out of his brief reverie and turned back to the soldier that was still catching his breath.
 
   “Surely the Marquis didn’t come all this way from Anyi unaccompanied,” Hui said.
 
   “Oh, no, sir,” the man said quickly. “He brought more than a hundred chariots with him.”
 
   Hui nodded. “I thought so. My father can never do anything small-scale.”
 
   The soldier stared at him, unsure of what to say, before Hui came up and clapped him on the shoulder, a smile on his face.
 
   “Well, let’s not stand here all day. Show me the way to the royal tent, which I’m positive is being put up as we speak.”
 
   The soldier smiled and nodded eagerly, and both men began making their way toward the rear of the camp.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Liu Kui thumbed through the pages of the scroll, scanning more than reading, as his assistant brought in another sack. His hair, still a dark black after all these years, was tied in a large round topknot. His mustache flowed into his pointed beard, itself showing signs of grey, which he constantly stroked as he stared down at the crinkling parchment. His face was rather gaunt and his cheekbones highly pronounced; casualties both of too many nights spent in the library and away from the kitchens. His deep set eyes, however, sparkled in the candlelight of the tent and appeared to contain all the world’s knowledge behind their aged-appearance.
 
   “Do you want me to bring them all in?” Wei Yang asked after he’d set down the sack, filled mostly with rolled-up scrolls similar to that which Liu now looked over.
 
   “All of them,” Liu answered, not taking his eyes from the scroll.
 
   Wei Yang nodded to himself, having expected that answer, and headed back toward the tent flap. His long black mustache flowed down his face and met his beard above his chest. His nose was rather large, while his eyes were rather small, his eyebrows slanting down in an accusatory fashion. They slanted down further as he stepped out of the tent and squinted in the bright sunlight, a sharp contrast from the barely lit tent which his master preferred. He’d been apprentice to Liu Kui for nearly ten years, yet in all that time he still couldn’t get used to the single candle that Liu found sufficient to light all his tasks.
 
   Wei grabbed another sack from the chariot and carefully slung it over his shoulder before grabbing the last sack of scrolls and turning back toward the tent. He’d asked Liu when they were preparing to leave Anyi why he’d need so many materials when they’d be gone for so short a period of time.
 
   “Marquis Wen is an intelligent man,” Liu had replied, “and I never know what it is he’ll ask of me. It’s far better to be overly prepared than it is to be caught off-guard and without an answer.”
 
   “But surely anything that the Marquis asks you will already have an answer for, stowed away in your own mind from countless years of study,” Wei had argued.
 
   “Most probably,” Liu had replied, before giving his characteristic half-smile, part of his mouth trying to tilt downward while the other side tilted up, “but it is far better to supply the Marquis with knowledge as opposed to making him ask for it.”
 
   Wei had thought on that for some time afterward and even more so during the journey north. There’d been no opportunity to talk during the ride, the horse’s hooves and chariot’s wheels creating enough noise to make such impossible, so his mind was allowed time to wander, something he rather enjoyed. It’d been a long journey, however, and one with few stops, none for more than an hour at a time, to rest the horses and give the men a short reprieve. Wei was looking forward to conversing with his master once again, something he’d at first imagined would occur in abundance during the journey. Liu, though now in a position to do just that, seemed more interested in leafing through his various scrolls; something he could do anytime and anywhere, and indeed had done countless times over the years.
 
   “It’s a wonder he even needs the scrolls anymore, the way he reads them all the time,” Wei muttered to himself as he began walking toward the tent flap once again. “I’d imagine the words would’ve written themselves on his eyelids by now.”
 
   Wei quietly entered the tent and put down the last two sacks near the four that were already there, then stood silently and waited for his master to notice him. The square tent was small, erected not an hour earlier by some of the soldiers they’d arrived from Anyi with. The walls were only pinned-down with metal stakes at the four corners, which allowed the slight breeze to ruffle the spaces between and let a bit more light in. A rug, once deep red but now faded to a dull brown with dust and age, had been laid down over the dirt of the tent floor. There was another chair besides that which Liu sat in, the central wooden support post of the tent between them, as well as a small table next to one wall which held a teapot and two cups. 
 
   Liu took his time, whether because he wanted to make Wei wait or because he was absorbed in the scroll in front of him, Wei wasn’t sure. Several minutes passed before Liu rolled the scroll back up and gently placed it on his lap. He stared off into the distance, deep in thought for a few moments, before slapping his hands on his knees.
 
   “It’s been a long journey from Anyi,” Liu said as he slowly rose from his chair, “and a tiring one. Still,” he continued, moving over toward the small table, “Marquis Wen will be fully awake late into the night, his excitement over the city’s imminent downfall tomorrow overriding any lethargy the journey may have produced.”
 
   Liu poured two steaming cups of tea and held one out for Wei.
 
   “He will surely call on you then, wanting your counsel on some issue,” Wei said as he walked over and took the cup from Liu, careful to hold the cup near the top so the steaming tea wouldn’t burn his fingers.
 
   “And what issue will he seek counsel on?” Liu asked, his eyebrows arched up high, a sight Wei had become used to over the years and secretly looked forward to. These question and answer sessions were the basis of the education that Wei had received at the hands of Liu, and he was eager to begin again after the three-day reprieve.
 
   Wei sipped the tea then threw his shoulders back and held his head up high, confident in his knowledge. “He’ll most likely ask about the State of Zhongshan and what will become of it after it’s defeated and incorporated into Wei.”
 
   “That’s something that he’ll be given advice on tonight, whether he asks for it or not,” Liu said before taking a sip of his tea and fixing Wei with his penetrating eyes.
 
   “But not necessarily by you,” Wei said, seeing where this was going.
 
   Liu kept the cup to his lips and his eyes on Wei, silently prodding him to continue.
 
   “Several advisors will be called tonight to give their thoughts and impressions on the situations facing the State of Wei now that one of its rivals has fallen,” Wei said confidently. “Marquis Wen’s military advisors will be the dominant force in the discussions, as they’ll have the numbers. Zhai Huang is never hesitant to give his opinion, militarily or otherwise, but what will most likely interest Marquis Wen the most tonight is what Yue Yang has to say. The General hasn’t had a chance to have a lengthy meeting with the Marquis in several years, and I’m sure Marquis Wen is eager to hear his thoughts.”
 
   “And the Marquis’s family?” Liu asked. “What of them?”
 
   “Wu always has the ear of his father, whether Marquis Wen likes it or not,” Wei said. “What interests me is whether Hui will be at the meeting or not.”
 
   “And why does that interest you,” Liu said as he moved away from the table and back to his chair.
 
   “Marquis Wen doesn’t often see his grandson, and now that the boy has reached manhood while serving in the trenches here in Zhongshan, his grandfather might be more interested in hearing what he has to say.”
 
   Liu nodded. “Go on.”
 
   “It’s no secret in the royal palace that Wu isn’t made of the same material as his father, and this worries many. His grandson, however, is believed to be very similar, if, as I’ve heard, a bit reckless. Whether that’s just a symptom of his youth or something which runs deeper in his character, only time will tell. I’m sure, though, that Marquis Wen would like to hear Hui’s thoughts and gauge for himself the merit of the boy, or man, as I should now get used to calling him.”
 
   “You should,” Liu said.
 
   “But what will you tell the Marquis?” Wei asked after a moment.
 
   “What he wants to know and what he needs to know, not always in equal order and not always in the ratio that he might want to hear,” Liu answered. “You see, Wei, the real talent that an advisor to one in power has to cultivate is what to say and when to say it. Marquis Wen is an educated man and a wise ruler, but he still, like most men, prefers to hear what he wants, not what he needs. It is my duty to balance his wants with his needs, for rarely do the two coincide.”
 
   “I’m not sure I fully understand,” Wei admitted, not at all embarrassed that he wasn’t following his master. That shortcoming had been drummed out of him years before.
 
   “Marquis Wen wants to defeat Zhongshan, but he doesn’t need to,” Liu said, settling himself more comfortably into his chair. “The State of Zhongshan lies across the State of Zhao, and Marquis Wen had to get permission from Zhao to move his men and materials across their state. This wasn’t something he needed to do, but there could be little done to persuade him of that at the time.”
 
   “Marquis Wen feared that if he didn’t defeat Zhongshan then Zhao would,” Wei ventured.
 
   “Precisely,” Liu confirmed. “And that is precisely why he has also spent the last five years battling the State of Qin in the west. It isn’t something that he needs to do, but if he doesn’t do it then most likely Zhao will.”
 
   “What Marquis Wen didn’t want to do, but chose to do anyway because he needed to, is more important” Wei interrupted.
 
   “And what might that have been?” Liu asked, pleased that Wei was taking the initiative in the discussion.
 
   “The internal changes to the state that you laid out in your Book of Law,” Wei answered. “Without those changes to the way the bureaucracy functions, the farmland is administered and maintained, and how the army operates, Wei couldn’t have come into the dominant position that it now enjoys among the Seven Sates.”
 
   “Do they enjoy the dominant position?” Liu asked.
 
   Wei stroked his beard and thought for a moment before turning his eyes back to Liu. “It seems to me they do. Right now Wei has the greatest military strength of any of the states, something which has allowed it to send out two massive armies into the field for several years while also maintaining enough force at home to deter any attacks from the other states. Zhao to the north is its greatest threat, but it doesn’t have the power to do anything at the moment, while Han to the south is too small and doesn’t possess the might or the resources to pose a threat.”
 
   “You’re speaking of the three states that once comprised the State of Jin,” Liu said. “And it sounds to me as if you’re laying the groundwork for an argument that Wei should attack the other two and bring them under its heel.”
 
   “It is a possibility,” Wei admitted.
 
   “And wouldn’t a safer course be to bring the three states together diplomatically?” Liu asked, “Something which would allow them to work together to eliminate any threats from the other four states?”
 
   “This course is a wise one, but one that will also leave the door open to future acts of treachery,” Wei answered. “The other two states, fearing the strength of Wei, could join forces themselves and attack Wei simultaneously from the north and south, something that’d be hard to counter with two armies already in the field.”
 
   Liu stroked his own beard. “You assume that Zhao and Han fear Wei then, is that it?”
 
   Wei nodded. “Perhaps fear is too strong a word, but they most assuredly are concerned with Wei’s rise over the past few years.”
 
   “It’s wise to be concerned with one’s rivals, dangerous to fear them. As to the two states joining together to attack Wei, I believe that’s a possibility without a diplomatic agreement between the three, don’t you?”
 
   “It is,” Wei agreed.
 
   Liu nodded. “Tell me, Wei, what of the other states?”
 
   Wei took another sip of tea before continuing. “Qi to the east is the richest and most prosperous of the Seven States, but they’re small, and their nearly century-long civil war now has drained them of the manpower needed for a large-scale attack on any of their neighbors.”
 
   “Something which their riches could solve through the hiring of mercenaries from the other states,” Liu countered.
 
   “True,” Wei conceded, “but it’s something I find unlikely.”
 
   Liu nodded, letting that comment pass without argument, although he didn’t wholly agree with it. “And the others?”
 
   “Chu has the greatest amount of territory, but they’re disorganized. They’ve spent so many years bringing smaller states under their will that they’re stretched thin and can in no way pose a serious threat to any of their neighbors at this time. Qin in the west has a similar amount of territory, but like Qi, not a great deal of people, and unlike their western counterpart, they’re lacking in riches and resources.”
 
   “And the seventh state?” Liu asked.
 
   “As most agree, Yan in the far north is so far removed from the others that they at times don’t even seem like a major state at all.”
 
   “King Weilie of Zhou doesn’t see it that way, and wants there to be seven states,” Liu said. “Remember, Wei, it is he, the King, who still holds all the power. Each of the Marquis’ are but vassals to him and subject to his will.”
 
   “It doesn’t often seem that way,” Wei said, “and I wonder how much longer the Seven States will agree to that relationship before one of their Marquis’s declares himself a king and marches on Luoyang.”
 
   “Let’s hope that it’s not in our lifetime,” Liu said, “for the consequences would lead to war between all of the states, resulting in death and destruction for years.”
 
   “Isn’t it inevitable that someone will eventually try to unify the Seven States under one ruler?” Wei asked forcefully.
 
   “Are they not already unified under Zhou?” Liu asked calmly.
 
   “In name perhaps,” Wei said, “but what real power does Luoyang possess? Zhou holds a narrow strip of land cut from northern Han. It would be easy for one of the states to take that area.”
 
   “An act which would lead to all-out war,” Liu said as he stood up and walked to Liu. “I know you think that course is inevitable, Wei, but remember that there are still many smaller states yet to conquer, enough for all the Seven States. Let’s hope a larger war between all of us can be avoided.”
 
   Wei nodded, agreeing with the words openly, but in secret thinking such an idea absurd. The Seven States would fight one another, and he had no doubt that it would happen in his lifetime.
 
   Liu took Wei’s cup and headed back to the small table to again fill it with tea. “Now, let us see if we can put this talk of war behind us and take up the more pressing problems of internal management of Wei. See if you can find the Book of Law, will you Wei?”
 
   Wei nodded and walked to the sacks bulging with scrolls. It would be good to think of the more mundane matters of state for a few hours before the meeting later that evening, when war would again be on his mind.
 
    
 
   FOUR
 
   The night was alive with the light of a thousand torches. Some moved about as the men carrying them patrolled the different areas of the camp; others remained immobile, fastened to poles, tents, or confined to fire pits. Some were even perched high atop the Zhongshan capital’s city walls, burning defiantly above the besieging camp and trenches below. 
 
   Most tents had at least one torch burning outside their front flaps, and some even had two. One tent in particular, however, had none. This was odd, as it was the largest tent in the camp, erected just that afternoon. The tent was set well away from all others around it, and a perimeter of guards stood watch outside, allowing passage to those who warranted it, turning away those who did not.
 
   Ximen Bao was one who was allowed to pass, and he walked by the guards silently and up to the tent. He paused a few feet from the flap and looked down at his clothes. He’d worked firming up the embankments well past dark, later than he’d planned. With no time to rush back to his own tent to change into proper attire for the evening’s meeting, he quickly decided to trade his wet and muddy work clothes with a drier pair worn by a common worker. He looked down at the faded red robes and frowned to himself. They certainly weren’t fit for an audience with Marquis Wen, and he wondered if he shouldn’t have bothered changing at all. Marquis Wen was the kind of man who smiled upon hard work, and his chief engineer appearing at the evening’s meeting still wearing the dirtied clothing from the day’s toils would most likely have pleased him.
 
   Ximen took a deep breath and let it out slowly. There was nothing to do for it now, he thought to himself as he took the last few steps to the tent flap and drew it aside. Light spilled upon him as he entered and he had to squint at the sudden change.
 
   “Now that we’re all here I think we can get the meeting started,” someone said as soon as Ximen entered the tent.
 
   Ximen eyes grew wider at the words and he scanned about. The tent was large, and he could tell now in the light produced from the half-dozen candelabras spread about that it was dark red in color. Two large wooden support beams held up the roof in the middle while each side was carefully staked down, allowing not the slightest space where an enemy or eavesdropper could gain an illicit entry. Rich and ornate carpets, swirling with multitudinous colors, covered the earthen floor, and cushioned seats were spread about with no apparent concern for who sat where. Several tables stood about the tent, the larger off to the sides against the walls, the smaller next to chairs or support beams. Ximen noticed one that held a teapot and several cups and he made his way to it as the others in the tent moved about around him.
 
   “I see you’ve had a chance to change since this afternoon, Ximen,” Zhai Huang said.
 
   Ximen reached the table and poured himself a scalding cup of tea and took a sip before looking up again. Zhai Huang was standing off by himself against one side of the tent, his dark brown robes free of dust and dirt.
 
   “Unlike yourself,” Ximen replied to Zhai, “I was working alongside my men well-past dark and didn’t have time to change into proper clothing.”
 
   This drew a short laugh from Yue across the tent, although Ximen saw Zhai frown slightly at the remark. Taking another sip of tea, he scanned the room. Besides himself and the Minister of War, six other men were present.
 
   Seated against the wall of the tent was Liu Kui, his black robes and hair still dusty from the journey. Ximen gave a slight nod, which was returned by Liu, the man’s penetrating eyes showing respect. Next to him sat his young apprentice, if a man in his early forties could be called young. He tried to emulate the indifferent attitude of his master, but Ximen could tell the man was excited to have been allowed in attendance tonight.
 
   General Yue Yang stood off to the side of the tent next to another wall, his right arm propped up on one of the larger tables which he casually leaned against. He appeared bored and looked no different than he always did, his robes slightly wrinkled from a few days wear, his hair a bit disheveled and dusty. He glanced up at Ximen as he took a sip of tea, but there was nothing in his eyes to betray what he was thinking.
 
   Casually leaning against one of the support beams was Hui Wei. Normally such a low-ranking soldier wouldn’t’ have been allowed into such an important meeting, but he was Marquis Wen’s grandson and eventual heir to the throne, and had most likely been requested by either his father or Marquis Wen himself. Hui looked as bored as his general as he toyed with one long strand of his mustache, twirling it around his finger as he looked at Ximen.
 
   The only other two men in the room were both seated against the wall opposite the tent flap in the largest and most comfortable looking of the chairs. Marquis Wen had changed into a fresh set of robes, although they were still the same colors he usually wore, dark red on top, gray and white below, a bright red sash separating them. There was nothing in his eyes to give away what he was thinking, although Ximen thought he saw a twinkle of pleasure in his eye when he met the Marquis’s gaze. 
 
   Next to him, in a chair slightly smaller but no less ornate, sat his son, Wu Wei, heir to the throne, the man who would one day be Marquis of the State of Wei in his own right, although most secretly hoped that that would be a long time in coming. Ximen was again struck by how similar in appearance father and son were, with their long, oval faces and slanting, black eyebrows nearly identical. Marquis Wen had a lot more wrinkles than his son, but he also had more vitality in his eyes, a peculiarity Ximen found pleasing.
 
   “The work continued to progress without incident after I left you this afternoon, did it not?” Marquis Wen asked, drawing Ximen’s eyes to him once again.
 
   “Everything is set for tomorrow, Sire,” Ximen answered without pause.
 
   “Good. That is good to hear.” Marquis Wen stroked his beard as he looked around the room, his eyes eventually settling upon Yue.
 
   “General, what shape is the city in?” he asked. “The siege has been going on now for nearly two years, surely the people within the city’s walls are in no shape for fighting.”
 
   “I should think not,” Yue responded, pushing himself up off the table with his right arm before taking up a straight-backed stance, his feet shoulder-width apart and his hands clasped behind his back. “When the walls are breached tomorrow I fully expect the city to surrender without a fight.”
 
   “That’s the same thing that was expected of Jinyang when that city was flooded,” Zhai said. “Instead the populace held out for another three years, living like birds perched atop hastily erected scaffolds.”
 
   “And everyone knows well the stories that emerged from that awful affair,” Yue countered, his eyes locked on Zhai’s. “The people were forced to eat each other’s children when their food ran out, cooked in kettles which hung from bamboo poles over the filthy water they lived above.”
 
   “Yes, I know well the stories of Jinyang,” Zhai said, “yet even when disease broke out and reduced the city’s population to a fraction of what it once was, the people doggedly held on and refused to give in. It was only when their viscounts secretly snuck out of the city and plotted with their besiegers that their nightmare finally ended.”
 
   “Zhongshan is not Jinyang,” Wu said forcefully beside his father. “Han is not besieging the city alongside us, and Zhi was wiped out long ago.”
 
   “And we’re not dealing with Zhao here, a strong state with a long history and much pride, but Zhongshan, a state with little and that’s never been much,” Yue added.
 
   “I don’t think that Zhongshan will turn into another Jinyang,” Marquis Wen said. “Unlike many of you, I remember that battle well, having been there. It was awful, and images of what we found inside that city haunt my dreams still.”
 
   Marquis Wen stared down at the rich rugs that carpeted the floor, lost in thought. The tent once again became silent as the men allowed their ruler to remember. After a few moments he again looked up, his eyes finding Yue.
 
   “You communicated with Duke Wu quite regularly until just two months ago, isn’t that correct, Yue?”
 
   “That’s when your son was killed, wasn’t it?” he added quietly. “Tell us what happened.”
 
   Yue looked down at the floor for several moments before lifting his head once again, his eyes locked on Marquis Wen.
 
   “Duke Wu became increasingly erratic once the earthen embankments began to be constructed toward the river,” Yue began. “At first he cut-off all communication with us, then begged us for leniency for his people. We agreed that many would be spared if he would only throw open the gates of the city and let his people’s nightmare end with peace.”
 
   Yue shook his head. “He refused, however, and the siege dragged on. He began threatening us shortly after that, and actually staged a few attacks outside the walls against our forces behind the city. We think it was an attempt for the more important citizens and government officials to break out, but the attacks were quickly thwarted. After that he seemed to grow depressed and we didn’t hear from him for a month, not until the last message.”
 
   “And what did that last message say?” Wen asked, even more quietly than before. 
 
   All eyes turned back to Yue. Each had heard the story in various forms since it’d first gotten out of the city and through the camps before spreading through the Seven States. None had heard it directly from Yue Yang himself, however.
 
   “Duke Wu wanted one more face-to-face meeting so that something could be worked out between our two forces,” Yue said. “I agreed immediately and sent word back for him to name a place and time and it would be done. He replied that he didn’t want to meet with me, but with my son, Yue Shu.”
 
   Yue paused and shook his head. “I disagreed and immediately began writing out my response, saying just that. My son had been in the tent when I received the note, however, and he was successful in dissuading me from that course. He wanted to meet with Duke Wu, he told me, and was eager to prove his capabilities not only on the field of battle but at the negotiating table as well. I reluctantly agreed, and the next day he and several of his advisors went into the city for the meeting.”
 
   Yue dropped his head and took a deep breath, letting it out slowly before continuing. 
 
   “Later that evening the gates of the city opened, but instead of seeing Yue Shu and the five men that’d accompanied him descend the hill to the camp, there was only one. He carried a large pot in gloved hands which he presented to me with tears in his eyes. It was my son, he told me, or all that was left of him after Duke Wu had had him slaughtered and cooked while still alive. I stared down at the pot, not believing his words, but slowly removed the lid nonetheless, the need to know the truth greater than any fear I might have had.”
 
   Yue stopped and shook his head. One of his arms came up from behind his back and he wiped at his eyes for a moment.
 
   “If it’s too painful we’ll understand,” Wen told him.
 
   “No, just give me a moment,” Yue said. 
 
   Time passed in silence before Yue regained his composure and looked up again at Wen.
 
   “I’ll never forget the moment I removed the lid of the pot,” Yue said. “The brown liquid was still bubbling, glistening fat clearly visible on its surface. The smell was both revolting and enticing; Duke Wu had obviously put his finest cooks to the task, for every type of fragrant spice had been used in its preparation, which in any other circumstance would have lent a mouth-watering aroma to the dish. What will be locked in my mind forever, though, was what lay on top of a large chunk of meat in the center of the pot. It was obvious to me right away, even though they’d been withered by the steam, that the two brown eyes staring up at me were my son’s. The messenger, kneeling before me and weeping, hadn’t lied: Duke Wu had killed my son.”
 
   A long silence filled the tent before Yue straightened up once again and peered around, meeting everyone’s eyes before resting his gaze back on Wen.
 
   “I’ve no doubt that all of you’ve heard what happened next, as have most people in the Seven States,” he said. “Duke Wu meant his actions as a cruel joke, killing and cooking my only son. I, however, was not about to treat what he’d done as a joke. Yue Shu was my son, and I loved him more than life itself. I would not let his death be in vain, but would use it to strike at my opponent, showing him that nothing he did could hurt me.
 
   “I reached into the pot and removed the two eyes and swallowed them whole, then took the meat that they’d been resting on and proceeded to eat that, chewing each mouthful slowly, imaging it to be Duke Wu’s flesh that I was dining on, and not that of my son. Those around me tried to stop me, but I pulled my sword, and they could tell from the look in my eyes that I was not to be dissuaded from my grim task. The only sound around me was the pitiful crying of the advisor that had delivered the dish. When I’d finished all of the meat I put the pot to my mouth and drank all of the still-scalding liquid inside, not spilling a drop. I then put the lid back on the pot and told the still-crying man to rise, for he had one more task left before he’d be dismissed.
 
   “I gave him the pot and told him to personally deliver it to Duke Wu, with the message that the contents were not quite to my taste, but that I would like him to hang on to the pot so that we could use it when we next dined together. The man held out his hands and took the pot, for he could see by the look in my eyes that there could be no argument. The whole camp and I watched him ascend the path back to the city gates and disappear inside. 
 
   The next morning his body was hanging from the walls, the broken pot shattered on the rocks below him. I gave Ximen two hundred more soldiers as workers that day, so that the diversion project could be completed in time.”
 
   Yue Yang fell silent and not a sound could be heard in the tent for several moments as each man thought on what he’d heard.
 
   “You’re not the only one who’s lost his only son,” Zhai said into the silence.
 
   The effect was immediate. Yue, who the moment before had been visibly shaken by the retelling of the events of his son’s death, straightened and pointed an accusatory finger at Zhai.
 
   “What happened to your son was no fault of mine or my own son!” he shouted. “Zhai Chun chose his actions and knew the consequences.”
 
   Zhai began moving toward Yue and for a moment Ximen thought that the Minister of War and one of his leading generals were about to get into a fight right then and there before Hui stepped in between them.
 
   “This is not the place for this!” Hui shouted loudly at the two men, holding them apart.
 
   “Enough!” Marquis Wen yelled out as he stood from his chair. “That is quite enough of that!”
 
   Yue was the first to back off; stalking back to the table he’d been leaning on earlier while Zhai straightened his wrinkled robes.
 
   “Sire, if there is no further need for me tonight I’d like to be excused,” Yue said suddenly, his eyes not meeting Wen’s but directed down to the floor. “It’s been a long day and a trying siege and I’d like to be rested when the end comes tomorrow.”
 
   Marquis Wen seemed taken aback by the request and looked down at the floor himself for a moment before returning his gaze to Yue.
 
   “Very well, we’ll talk again when this is all over,” he said at last. “You are dismissed.”
 
   General Yue strode right past Zhai, his eyes still on the floor, before disappearing through the tent flap and into the night. The tent seemed to give a collective sigh of relief when he was gone.
 
   Marquis Wen settled back into his chair, visibly relieved that a fight hadn’t broken out between Zhai and Yue. His mouth hung open slightly and his eyes were wider than normal, flitting back and forth along the rugs on the floor, his thoughts elsewhere. Ximen stared up at him and was concerned to see that Wen looked more shaken by the incident than he’d first thought. The story of Yue and his son had been shocking the first time Ximen had heard it two months before, but it was even more so now upon hearing it from the general himself. He knew that Wen had also heard the story, however, so that couldn’t quite explain the Marquis’ current state. 
 
   “I’ve heard pieces of what happened between Zhai Chun and Yue Shu, but I’m not sure I have a complete picture of the events,” Wu said beside the Marquis. “What really happened that day?”
 
   “What happened is that my son was taken from me when-”
 
   “Enough!” Wen shouted, his eyes now composed and set firmly on Zhai. “We will not hear this story from you, Zhai, as the events are too near and painful for you, precluding us from accurate telling.” He held his gaze on Zhai for several moments before the Minister of War settled back against the table he’d been leaning on and poured himself a cup of tea. Marquis Wen then directed his look to Ximen.
 
   “Ximen, you were in the camps when the incident occurred, perhaps you could give as a fair and accurate description of what happened that day.”
 
   “Sire, it’s true that I was present here in the vicinity of the city, but I spend nearly all my time working on the embankments far away from the trenches.”
 
   “So you heard nothing of the events of that day, is that what you’re saying?” Wen asked suspiciously, his eyes narrowing down on the engineer.
 
   Ximen sucked in his breath and was about to argue when he stopped himself. He’d heard about what had happened that day, as had all the men of the camp; there was no point in pretending he’d not.
 
   “Very well, Sire, I will tell it as I heard it later that evening.”
 
   “That is all I ask,” Wen replied, and he settled down in his chair, motioning for Wu go get him another cup of tea.
 
   Ximen glanced over at Zhai who glared angrily over his teacup at him. Why the Minister of War hadn’t sent his or Yue’s son west to fight with General Wu Qi against the State of Qin, Ximen would never know. If he only had, then perhaps one or both of the men’s sons would be alive today, and Ximen wouldn’t have to tell this tale. It wouldn’t help to think on that now however, he reminded himself, so he took a deep breath and began.
 
   “It’d been around the time that I arrived that the incident between Zhai Chun and Yue Shu occurred. Both young men had promising careers in the military ahead of them, and both quickly became rivals in the camps outside of the besieged city, camps in which there was little to do to occupy one’s time.”
 
   Ximen looked around at the men in the room. Wu got back to his chair and handed Wen the fresh cup of tea before settling back into his seat while Hui leaned against the same table as he had when Ximen had entered, looking just as bored. Zhai still stared at him, but the anger in his look had diminished, and Liu Kui and his apprentice sat like stones behind him, neither making a sound.
 
   “The game that the men in the trenches played was common enough that it didn’t raise much concern,” Ximen continued. “But being the two most well-known soldiers in the camp, besides Hui Wei, who was smart enough to stay away from such pointless and dangerous games,” Ximen said with a nod toward Hui,” they couldn’t resist the competition between themselves. 
 
   “The game was simple: men would go out to the farthest line of trenches closest to the city and throw an object out, a pouch or shoe or some other trifle, sometimes simply a rock. Then the two would charge out into the no-man’s land between the safety of the trenches and the dangers of the city walls in pursuit of that object, the first one to retrieve it being declared the winner.
 
   “All of the soldiers played the game from time-to-time when boredom overtook them and they felt the need to prove their courage, and the archers atop the city walls looked forward to the game as much as the men below did, for their objective in it was much simpler and without danger. As soon as the men charged over the top of the trenches the archers would be ready with their bows. Usually the men dashed from side-to-side when they rushed out, making themselves as difficult a target as they could, and this would usually be enough for them to cover the dozen feet to whatever they were after and get back safely, arrows landing harmlessly around them. Injuries were uncommon enough, and death rare, so the game continued.
 
   “With Zhai Chun and Yue Shu, however, a dozen feet quickly proved inadequate to each others’ conception of valor. Word quickly spread through the camp that the two prominent sons were throwing their objects out past the trenches as far as they could, sometimes even using crossbows to increase the distance. It soon got to the point where both men were running out nearly a hundred yards toward the city on a daily basis. It was obvious to most that one of the men would be injured or killed, but still nothing was done to stop them.”
 
   Ximen glanced again at Zhai, but the man was staring down into his cup, his thoughts elsewhere. Everyone else in the tent had their attention squarely on him however, even Hui now, he noted.
 
   “It was a day like many others when both charged out after some small and insignificant thing,” Ximen went on. “Yue reached it first, barely ahead of Zhai, and set back at a swift pace. As Zhai turned back in pursuit an arrow struck him squarely in the back, sending him to the ground. He yelled out in pain and Yue turned back to him, dropping whatever he’d retrieved to pick up Zhai. He made it about ten yards with Zhai slung over his back before an arrow struck him in the back of the leg and sent both of them to the ground. The archers on the wall, their blood up with two such easy targets, increased their rate of fire. Yue, despite being injured, reached for Zhai once again. As he began to pick him up, however, he noticed that another arrow now stuck out of Zhai’s chest. The man was dead, but Yue still picked him up and carried him the rest of the way back, dodging the arrows as best he could with his wounded leg and taking another in the shoulder before he reached the safety of the trenches once again.”
 
   Ximen looked over at Zhai again, and he thought that he saw tears in the man’s eyes. Best to finish quickly, he thought, and took another deep breath.
 
   “General Yue was immediately called to the scene and, upon seeing Zhai Chun’s dead body and hearing the story from the men who’d witnessed it, called for an immediate halt to the games upon pain of death. Despite Yue Shu’s injuries, General Yue ordered his son to receive ten lashes before he’d be granted medical attention for his wounds. The punishment was administered right then and there, the boy not crying out once. Zhai Chun’s body was packed into a box and sent back to Anyi with a message of explanation and condolences to his father.”
 
   “There was never an uproar over the dozen men who died playing the game before Zhai Chun’s death,” Hui said nonchalantly from where he leaned against the table.
 
   “That is enough from you!” Wu said to his son.
 
   “I’m just saying that it’s a bit silly to get worked up over one man’s death when so many others have suffered similar fates,” Hui persisted.
 
   “That’s quite enough from you tonight,” Wen said icily, his eyes firmly on his grandson. “I think it’d be best if you went back to your tent and got some sleep. It’ll be a long day tomorrow.”
 
   Hui frowned but pushed himself away from the table and headed toward the tent flap. As he passed by Zhai, however, he paused and leaned in close to the Minister of War.
 
   “Zhai would never have stopped to pick up Yue,” he said quietly to Zhai, although loud enough that everyone in the tent had heard him.
 
   Ximen was sure that Zhai would strike the man, but Zhai still seemed deflated after having heard the story of his son’s death, and just looked up at Hui with bleary eyes. It came as some shock, then, when Marquis Wen himself rose from his chair and rushed to his grandson faster than Ximen imagined a man of his age could. Without a word Wen slapped Hui hard across the face three times, the surprise of the attack sending Hui to the carpeted floor as much, if not more so, as the force of the blows.
 
   “You’ve a lot to learn, boy!” Wen yelled at Hui, who stared up at him in shock from the floor, his nose bloodied. “Now get out of my sight!”
 
   Hui quickly scrambled to his feet and rushed from the tent. Wen stared after him and then turned to Zhai.
 
   “I’m sorry for that, and sorry for the loss of your son,” Wen said as he clasped Zhai’s shoulder. “He was a brave man and would have gone far.”
 
   Zhai nodded but said nothing, his eyes still locked on his cup.
 
   “But you must put this feud between yourself and Yue behind you,” Wen continued, still staring at his Minister of War. “Although I can tell you that you will never have to command General Yue again.”
 
   Zhai looked up at this remark, his eyes filling with surprise as he looked at Wen.
 
   Wen held the look for a few moments before turning and making his way back to his chair. 
 
   “Word has gotten back to me that Yue has been sending messages to Duke Wu requesting a private meeting,” Wen said as he reached his chair and sat down. “It seems that he wants to meet the Duke and settle the matter of his son’s death between just the two of them. While I admit that this is an honorable thing for a man to do, it is not something for a general of a besieging army to do. This, together with the obviously traumatic events of his son’s death, has led me after much thought to relieve Yue Yang of all command when this siege ends, and to send him into retirement. He has earned that much.”
 
   Zhai nodded at the news, but said nothing. The tent remained quite for several moments before Wen took a deep breath and spoke again.
 
   “It grows late, and we’ll all have to be up early tomorrow. Let’s adjourn this meeting.”
 
   The men silently rose from their chairs to leave and Ximen began to head toward the tent flap when Wen’s voice again cut through the silence.
 
   “Liu, I want you to stay for a few moments longer,” Wen said, “the rest of you I will see in the morning.”
 
   “Father, surely I should be present for whatever you discuss,” Wu said quickly, turning to his father.
 
   Wen shook his head. “Get your rest, it will be a long day tomorrow.”
 
   Wu nodded reluctantly, gathered his robes up around him, and walked to the tent flap. Ximen let him pass and turned one last time to look at Wen. The Marquis nodded to him and gave him a slight smile, filling Ximen with confidence as he stepped out into the torch-lit night.
 
    
 
   FIVE
 
   “The boy troubles me,” Wen said when he was alone with his two advisors.
 
   “He’s hardly a boy anymore,” Liu replied.
 
   The old advisor, confidant to Wen for years, still sat in his chair, his eyes locked onto his hand and his fingers pressed firmly against one another in front of him. Wei sat beside him, and although he felt nervous at having been allowed to remain in the tent after all the other men filed out, he also felt honored. His nervousness, however, outweighed the honor he felt, and he was sure that the Marquis or his master would suddenly take note of him, as if suddenly they’d forgotten he was there, and dismiss him with the rest. Instead, Marquis Wen stared down at the floor with his hands clasped behind his back as he paced the room anxiously.
 
   “And that’s what troubles me even more,” Wen said in answer to Liu. “When he was still a boy he could easily be controlled. Now that he’s a man in his own right it’s next to impossible!”
 
   Wen suddenly stopped his pacing and looked up. Wei thought that he’d surely been noticed at last, but the Marquis just moved over to one of the small tables and poured two cups of tea.
 
   “I thought that some of his sharp edges would be blunted by sending him up here into Zhongshan, where the fighting was sure to be bloody and prolonged,” Wen continued as he took the two cups into his hands and began making his way over to the two men. “Instead it’s only seemed to make those edges all the sharper and more dangerous for those around him.”
 
   Wei was surprised when Wen reached them and offered the cups to both he and Liu. He reached up and nodded deferentially as he met the Marquis’s eyes for a moment, then quickly looked back down at the carpeted tent floor, his nervousness returning. 
 
   Liu reached up with only one hand, his other propping up his head as he stared off into the distance.
 
   “He’s nothing like his father, that’s for certain,” Liu said as he placed the cup on the small table between the chairs before focusing on Wen. “He has more of you in him than he does his father, especially when you were young.”
 
    Wen shook his head vigorously and moved back to the table. “I was never that impetuous, nor that bold.” He poured himself a cup of tea and then moved back to his own chair. “I would never even have met a superior officer’s eyes unless ordered to. And to insult him like that?” he shook his head. “My own father would have killed me!”
 
   “Something that Wu would never even contemplate,” Liu said. “Your son has always been too easy on the boy, and it shows.”
 
   “I always thought that I was a bit hard on Wu when he was growing up,” Wen said. “I wanted to toughen the boy up, make him ready to rule.” Wen chuckled to himself. “Little good that did for him, or the family. I wonder if Hui was disciplined at all while growing up. It doesn’t seem like it.”
 
   “There’s little we can do to change our natures,” Liu said as he reached down and picked up his tea. “Wu is how he is, as is Hui. They both could be much worse, and we should be thankful they’re as competent as they are.”
 
   Wen was silent for a few moments and Wei saw his face take on a worried look. 
 
   “I wonder, Liu, about all that I’ve achieved. When I’m gone, will it too go with me?”
 
   “Your son is a capable ruler, and although it’s true he may not be as forceful as you, he will be able to rule in his own right.”
 
   “Force may be what we need in these times,” Wen said. “Already the smaller states are decreasing in number. It won’t be much longer before the Seven States begin going after each other in their bids for power and control. I hate to admit it, but I know that there’s already talk amongst the younger generation of even doing away with the Zhou Kings entirely.”
 
   “I doubt it’ll come to that, at least not for many years,” Liu said.
 
   Wen paused again for several moments. When he did speak again Wei noticed that his eyes were far away.
 
   “When I was a boy we used to play a game called ‘king of the hill,’” Wen began. “The object was simple: one boy reaches the top of the hill and everyone else tries to knock him down, becoming the king himself. It wasn’t until years later that I saw the folly and danger of the game, and the lessons it imparted. Everyone wanted to be the ‘king of the hill,’ yet it was the most dangerous position in the game, and the most fleeting. I still remember the boys that were smart enough to realize this, for they were the ones that always stayed just below the top of the hill, ready to knock off whoever rose to the summit.”
 
   Wen took a deep sip of tea, tilting the cup back to get at the dregs, before focusing back on Liu.
 
   “Tell me, Liu, among the Seven States, is Wei the current king of the hill?”
 
   “We are the strongest,” Liu admitted, “and it is true that the others both fear and envy that strength. Whether they’ll try to ‘knock us down,’ however, is something I can’t be sure of.”
 
   Wen was silent for a long time after that, and Wei began to silently count the minutes as they passed by. Finally, the Marquis stirred, his eyes again focusing on some far-off thing.
 
   “When I was a young man I visited an oracle. She was an unnaturally old and wrinkled hag, one that should’ve been dead long before I’d even been born. Nonetheless, she was skilled in the use of the oracle bones, as well as consulting the Book of Changes, so I asked her for a consultation from both.”
 
   Wei sat up straight, his interest piqued by the story, while beside him Liu seemed not to have moved at all.
 
   “She took a handful of small bones and threw them onto the dirty floor of her hut, then made quiet noises to herself as she studied whatever it was they told her. After several minutes of this she nodded her head and then retrieved a massive roll of scrolls from the clutter of her home. She produced three coins and instructed me to concentrate on my family before tossing them six times onto a small cloth that she’d laid out. I did as she instructed, and after the sixth throw she quickly turned to her scrolls and began flipping through the sheaves. After several moments she found the page that she was looking for, read quietly, then rolled up the scrolls, took the coins and cloth, and returned them all silently to wherever it was she’d produced them from. She came back and stared at the floor for several minutes before speaking again.
 
   “’I know that you come from a powerful family, one that is rising steadily among the others of the land,’ she’d said in her high, piercing voice. ‘But the readings I’ve gotten today do not bode well.’”
 
   “I nodded my head quietly and told her to tell me exactly what she’d read,” Wen said.”
 
   “’You will rise up mightily and your family will become the strongest in the land,’ she had told me. ‘But after you there will be problems which will lead to disaster. The bones and the book tell me that many years after your own death, the death of your family will follow as well.’”
 
   “I asked her to explain further but she either could not or would not,” Wen said, looking at the two men once again. “I left the hut and dismissed her words, not thinking on them for many years. Then, when I’d become an old man and the head of the most powerful family in the land, her words came back to me. It was then that I remembered what the old woman had told me, and came to realize that what she’d spoken was the truth.”
 
   “Village superstition, nothing more,” Liu said mockingly and with a wave of his hand. 
 
   Wei, however, wasn’t sure how much his master actually believed that. Liu was known to consult the Book of Changes himself from time to time, and had even done so before their journey from the capital.
 
   “The more I thought on her words the more I thought of my son and grandson,” Wen continued, ignoring the remark from Liu. “It’s for that reason that I hope that Wu reigns for a very long time, for it seems to me that it is with Hui that the problem for our family lies.”
 
   “If anyone would make the family weaker it would most surely be Wu,” Liu said.
 
   “Wu would be cautious, it is true, but I doubt he’d lose any of our hard-won territory, although he wouldn’t gain any either. It is Hui that concerns me. At some point he’ll become dissatisfied with what we’ve won and he’ll want more. He will go after it, and perhaps lose it all entirely.”
 
   “It’ll do little to worry on what you cannot control,” Liu said after a moment. “Tomorrow is a day for great celebration, and yet here you are the night before, worrying on things that are many years away.”
 
   Wen nodded. “Perhaps you’re right, Liu. Perhaps I’m just worrying too much over nothing. Still, Hui’s actions today do trouble me.”
 
   “We will begin correcting them as soon as we return to Anyi,” Liu said, rising from his chair for the first time since coming into the tent more than an hour before. “It will be good to have him back in the capital where you can keep an eye on him and guide him yourself.”
 
   Wen seemed to perk up at that idea. “You’re right. What the boy needs is some personal guidance, something he’ll not find in the ranks of the soldiery.”
 
   Liu nodded and then approached Wen, putting his hand on the Marquis’s arm. “You’ve been telling each of us that it will be a long day tomorrow and that we should get some sleep. Now I am telling you, Sire, that it is time to rest. The day will be full tomorrow and you won’t want to miss any of it.”
 
   Wen smiled up at his advisor. “You’re right as always, Liu. I don’t know where I’d be without your patient ears and perceptive eyes.”
 
   “Probably exactly where you are now,” Liu said with his own smile. “Now, get some rest and we’ll see you first thing in the morning.”
 
   Liu patted Wen’s arm one more time then turned to look back at Wei. Wei stood quickly, crossed in front of Wen, bowed, then made his way over to the tent flap followed by Liu. There was so much that Wei wanted to discuss, but Liu sensed it and put his hand on Wei’s shoulder once they were again outside in the cool evening air.
 
   “The best thing an advisor can do is to take his own advice. Let us get some sleep and not speak anymore this night.”
 
   Wei tried not to let his disappointment show as he nodded, and the two walked back to their own small tent to sleep and await the morning.
 
    
 
   SIX
 
   Wei Yang awoke to the smell of freshly brewed tea, and opened his eyes to see a steaming cup sitting on the table next to his bedroll. A wave of excitement washed over him as he sat up and rubbed the sleep from his eyes, alertness coming quickly. This was the day that the city would be flooded and the two-year long siege would end! 
 
   He looked around the small tent, but there was no sign of Liu. His master must have gotten up earlier and gone to see the Marquis, Wei figured as he stood up and retrieved his robes from the chair where he’d laid them the night before, dressing quickly. The sun’s rays were just beginning to peek through the tent flap when he grabbed the cup of tea and headed out into the open.
 
   The sky was still dark but lightening quickly, the black of night giving way to the soft yellows and blues of morning as the sun crested the eastern mountains. The camp was astir all around him, and Wei stood and watched soldiers move about, most cooking a quick breakfast of rice porridge before they headed off to man the trenches. Many of their faces were lit with smiles, for they knew that this day was out of the ordinary and signaled an end to their monotonous existence outside of the city. 
 
   Wei finished his tea and set the cup on the ground inside of the tent flap before turning to walk back to Marquis Wen’s tent. There was a chance that Liu could be there, possibly going over plans for Zhongshan’s incorporation into the State of Wei, although Wei suspected that he and the Marquis had already found a good vantage point to view the city’s downfall.
 
   His pace was quick and Wei covered the distance in no time. Guards stood outside the tent, giving Wei hope that his master was within, but as he approached one of the men shook his head.
 
   “Liu went north with the Marquis before dawn,” the man said as Wei reached him. “They wanted to see the river breached.”
 
   Wei nodded and turned on his heels. If they’d already gone to the river there was a good chance that the flooding would start any minute. Wei looked around, trying to find a spot that would allow him to see the most when the water began flowing. Many of the soldiers were atop the trenches, their attention fixed firmly on the city as they laughed and joked with one another, happy their time here was coming to an end. The large embankments that ran right through the middle of camp and up to the gates of the city were nearly empty of people, however. Wei nodded to himself, surprised that there weren’t more soldiers already there. That would be the place to be when the water broke free from the river, Wei knew, and he set off toward them at a brisk pace.
 
   * * * * *
 
   The last few workers were tying ropes to the boulders when Ximen turned around and saw Marquis Wen behind him.
 
   “I didn’t think I’d be able to sneak up on you,” Wen said with a smile.
 
   “I didn’t expect you so early, Sire,” Ximen stammered, startled by the sudden appearance of the Marquis. “I must have been totally wrapped-up in the work below.”
 
   Wen clapped him on the shoulder. “That’s good, Ximen. You’ve always been one of the hardest workers I’ve ever known. Tell me,” Wen said, drawing closer to the engineer, “when you left us last night, did you go to your tent in the camp, or come right back up here to the work?”
 
   Ximen tried to stifle a smile but failed. “I’ve barely gotten any sleep at all,” he admitted. “We’ve been burning torches all night so that we could work in the darkness.”
 
   “I didn’t realize that there was so much still to do,” Zhai said.
 
   Ximen looked past Wen and saw that the Minister of War had walked up behind the Marquis, with Wu a bit further back, still trudging up the steep embankments.
 
   “I want everything to go perfectly,” Ximen said to Zhai. “Once the river is breached there will be no controlling the water. Everything has to be perfect along the mile of embankments or the water will punch through or spill over them before it even reaches the city.”
 
   “What are the men doing over there?” Wen asked, pointing toward the workers that were tying ropes to the large boulders closer to the river.
 
   “Those are the boulders that will be rolled over the side of the embankment, ripping out the support beams that are holding the dam together,” Ximen replied. “There are four boulders on each side of the dam, two tied to each beam. They’ll need to be rolled at exactly the same time for the dam to break evenly.”
 
   “And then the water will do the rest of the work, is that it?” Zhai asked.
 
   “The river is running stronger now than at any other time of the year,” Ximen said. “The spring runoff from the Luliang Mountains is heavy this year, and it’s widely feared that the river will spill its banks and flood the surrounding countryside sometime before summer comes.”
 
   “But will it have enough force to break through the city walls?” Wu asked as he approached, looking more concerned with his robes than with any thought of the city walls.
 
   Ximen shook his head at the heir, who was busily wiping at his white robes, dirtied from the embankment during his climb up.
 
   “The walls will prove too strong for the force of the water, I’m sure, but the gate will most certainly not.” 
 
   Ximen looked at the three men, but each returned his look in a questioning manner. 
 
   “You see,” the engineer continued, “the water will be coming down the trench we’ve dug so quickly and with such force that it’ll slam into the city gate, it’s only obstacle along a mile-long course. There’s a good chance rocks and small boulders, as well as a few of the support beams, will be taken up by the water and slammed right into the wood of the gate, breaking it apart upon first impact. If not, however, I believe that the continued force of so much water and rock will destroy the gate within minutes.”
 
   “What of the chances of the water overtopping the banks and spilling down onto the soldiers in the trenches?” Zhai asked.
 
   “I don’t think that will happen,” Ximen said. “We’ve planned for that during the construction, making the embankments near the trenches taller than the rest.”
 
   “How long will the water flow from the river?” Wen asked. “I’d like the city to be livable again one day.”
 
   Ximen nodded before he turned and pointed back toward the dam. “Rivers like to flow along their usual course,” he explained. “We’ll put the Fen River back on its course just as soon as word arrives that the city is breached. Hundreds of workers are standing by to begin shoveling rocks and dirt into the trench where the dam is now.”
 
   “Will that work?” Wu asked, having given up on his robes. “If the river is indeed moving with enough force to shatter the city gate, how will a few shovelfuls of dirt stop it?”
 
   “Further up the river a mile or so is another large embankment that we’ve constructed,” Ximen explained. “On top of it are dozens of boulders which will be rolled into the river, slowing the rate of flow enough that the river will overflow its banks. This will give us the respite we need to rebuild the riverbank where the dam now stands.”
 
   Wen nodded. “So when do you plan on breaking the dam?”
 
   “Just as soon as you give the word,” Ximen answered. “Everything is ready.”
 
   Wen turned back toward Zhai and Wu, nodded at each, then turned around to face Ximen once again.
 
   “Is this a good spot to see the action from?” he asked.
 
   Ximen nodded. “You can see the dam and the city from here. This is where I’d want to be when the dam’s broken.”
 
   “Alright then, give the word for the workers to push those boulders.”
 
   Ximen nodded and turned back to the dozen men clustered around each of the two boulders on the embankment ahead of him.
 
   “Ready?” he shouted out loudly.
 
   They yelled back at him that they were, so he turned to look at the others across the trench. He waved at them and they returned his wave with a shout that sounded even louder than that from the men closest to them. Ximen nodded, then pulled a bright red cloth from inside his robes and held it tightly in his hand. He looked at the two groups of men once again, then turned back to Wen.
 
   “Just wave this in the air and the dam will be broken,” he said as he handed the cloth to the Marquis.
 
   Wen nodded as he took the cloth, then stepped forward past Ximen, looking at each group of men in turn. Their eyes were locked onto him and it seemed that everything around them had stopped, even the sound of the river just a few dozen feet away. At last Wen thrust the cloth up over his head and began to wave it frantically. 
 
   Ximen saw the men on the embankments smile as they began to push at the boulders with all of their might. At first the massive rocks didn’t move, but then they gave way slightly, only inches at first, but then into a slow roll. By the time they were at the edge of the embankments the boulders had picked up speed and the workers let out a loud shout as they gave one last push and sent them toppling over the edge. 
 
   All eyes shot to the ropes holding the dam support beams. They were slack as the boulders passed over the edge of the embankments, but then began to tauten up quickly. Within seconds they’d reached their limits and three of the beams were jerked away from the dam. One stubbornly remained however, despite the obvious force of the water pushing against the earthen dam behind it.
 
   The men on the embankments held their breath as they stared at that last stubborn beam, silently willing it to break from the increasing pressure. Suddenly a loud snap was heard, then another, and everyone saw that the beam was splintering in the middle, unable to withstand the force of the river behind it. With a last groan-like snap the beam broke in two and fell to the ground – but nothing happened. 
 
   Ximen kept his eyes on the dam, but he could feel countless eyes turning to him for an answer. Then the water began to seep through the earth separating the river from the trench, slowly at first, then faster until huge chunks of earth and rock began to erode away under the increasing force. The trench began to fill with water, which was beginning to gush forth from the dam. Then, all at once, a deafening crash could be heard and the earthen dam gave way and became nothing as the Fen River swallowed it up and surged down along its new course.
 
   The force was immense and the embankments shuddered as thousands of gallons of water suddenly struck them, causing all the men atop them to take a few cautious steps backward. Ximen turned around quickly so that he could see the water flood down the trench and toward the city. In less than a minute it had the trench halfway filled to the top and was approaching the city rapidly.
 
   “I didn’t think it would move so fast!” Zhai shouted over the roar of the river now rushing by right next to them. 
 
   Ximen nodded but said nothing, although he agreed with the Minister of War. He had expected the trench to fill up quickly, but not this quickly. Already it was more than halfway to the city and within moments would be rushing by the soldiers atop their embattlements. The anxiety that Ximen had felt about the dam not breaking was quickly replaced with new worries about the city gate doing the same. If that happened the surrounding countryside would be flooded, and Ximen would drown the whole army, saving the city he was trying to destroy.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Wei Yang had just climbed to the top of the embankment and brushed the dirt from his robes when he heard the loud crash from further up toward the river and quickly turned his gaze that way. It was impossible to see anything with the earthen embankments obscuring the view, but he was certain that the dam had been breached so he rushed towards the opposite edge of the embankment closest to the trench, sure that within a few minutes the water would reach him.
 
   To his surprise, Wei saw Liu standing atop the embankment next to General Yue. Both men were surrounded by several soldiers and all their focus was turned in the direction of the river.
 
   “You almost missed the show!” Liu said as Wei moved up behind him.
 
   “I thought you went with the Marquis to the river,” Wei said slowly, surprised that his master had heard him over the increasing roar that was getting louder by the second.
 
   Before Liu could respond, the soldiers around them got the first sight of the rushing water further up the trench and a loud cry of awe went up. Wei’s eyes widened as he saw what appeared to be a wall of water rushing down toward them. It slammed into the turns of the trench where the embankments were forced to adhere to the shape of the land around them and frothed an angry white as it continued on down the artificial path created for it. What he’d expected to take minutes had in fact only taken seconds, and in just moments the trench below them would be filling with water.
 
   As if sensing this, some of the soldiers began to step further back from the edge of the embankment, although a few brave men actually stepped closer. The roar of the water increased and then it was below them, a fast-moving thing that was growing in size and strength as Wei watched.
 
   “Move back!” Yue yelled to everyone around him.
 
   His voice could barely be heard over the tumult of the water, but it didn’t matter. The sense of awe and excitement of the dam breaking and the water beginning to flow was quickly replaced with an instinctual fear, and most of the men stepped as far away from the fast-filling trench as they could, some even going so far as to rush down off the embankment.
 
   Suddenly from the turn above a great gush of water exploded into the trench below them and the embankments shook with the force. Several of the soldiers were thrown to the ground and Wei barely managed to stay upright by grasping at Liu’s robes as he too started to fall. His master steadied him and the two looked on in horror as two of the soldiers that’d gotten too close to the edge of the embankment were knocked into the swirling mass of water below, their screams of horror quickly swallowed up by the relentless cascade.
 
   The shaking continued all along the embankment toward the city as the water hit it, and the army of men that manned the trenches below all rose up at once and rushed back from the earthen constructs, their gasps of horror-mingled awe nearly drowning out that of the river’s roar.
 
   Lie helped Wei regain his footing and the two looked on in silence as the water of the trench rose and rose, threatening to spill right over the top of the embankment and wash them right off the top with it. Their attention was jerked away from the water by a shout from Yue.
 
   “The gate!” the general shouted, pointing toward the city.
 
   Wei turned to look and saw that the water had nearly reached the massive wooden gate that had denied entry to Marquis Wen’s army for nearly two years. After one last turn the water entered the final channel, a straight run of nearly one hundred yards that allowed it to pick up force and speed before it slammed into the city gate. All still atop the embankment stared at the water nearing the gate, each wondering if the torrent was indeed strong enough to succeed where they had failed. If not, the consequences would be disastrous for them, as the water would have nowhere to go but up and over the embankments and into their camps below.
 
   The head of the rushing river completed its run along the channel and slammed into the gate, sending up a white wave that nearly spilled over the top of the gate and into the city below. Even from this distance Wei could hear the screams of the citizens inside the walls, a sound that wrenched at him. The first impact wasn’t strong enough and the gate still stood as the water continued to pound into it, the level rising higher and higher with each second as more and more gallons filled the straight channel. Loud thuds could be heard as large rocks and boulders carried by the force of the water slammed into the gate, but still the stubborn structure held strong. The water was a churning white mass as the river continued to pour its might at the gate to no avail, and the first waves of spray began to fly onto the top of the embankments. The gate and walls of the city were taller than the embankments by a good thirty feet, the construction of anything taller having been impossible that close to the city and its defenses. It wasn’t long before the water began to flow over the top of them as it looked for a release from the trench it’d been forced into. 
 
   Now the screams came from the army camps below as men rushed further back away from the city to avoid the water that looked sure to be coming toward them. The water rose up higher and higher and then reached the top of the embankments and began to spill over the sides, the gate still standing to block its forward momentum. Wei looked on in horror as the water spread out quickly through the no-man’s land between the city and the army camps. General Yue cursed loudly beside him, at the city gate, the water, and Ximen Bao as he stood helplessly and watched his army run from an enemy he could not face. If the water’s flow wasn’t cut off from the river above them then the army’s trenches would begin to fill in less than a minute.
 
   Wei’s thoughts of disaster were expelled when he heard a loud crack from the direction of the city. He tore his eyes from the camps below and directed them back to the gate. Another loud crack sounded and then another, and Wei watched as the wood of the city gate, the whole lower portion submerged in the deluge, began to splinter under the force confronting it. More cracks sounded, increasing in frequency, until the whole gate and even the walls around it seemed to give one last groan before acquiescing to the elemental barrage. With a shudder the gate fell back in on itself, swallowed almost instantly by the water’s pent-up rage. Wei watched in amazement as the water ceased spilling over the embankments as it’s level fell, the main force now flowing into the city, where the screams of moments before increased in pitch and volume before ceasing altogether.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Wen, Wu, Zhai, and Ximen all gasped in relief when they saw the gate finally give way. Wen clapped Ximen on the back and began offering his congratulations before Ximen regained his bearings and grabbed both of the Marquis’ shoulders in a firm hold.
 
   “The cloth, give it to me quickly!” he nearly shouted in the Marquis’s face.
 
   Wen looked perplexed for a moment before understanding filled his eyes and he reached into his robes and produced the bright red cloth he’d waved just minutes before to unleash the flood.
 
   Ximen grabbed it and turned toward the river and the mass of workers standing by. He thrust the cloth up and began waving it frantically over his head. The workers saw and immediately put their shovels to work while further up the embankments near the destroyed dam large boulders were rolled into the mouth of the new river.
 
   Ximen sighed and turned back to Wen. “Sorry, Sire, but I had to get the men working as soon as possible. It could take some time to stem the flow of water completely, and it was already a close call for our camps below.”
 
   “I know,” Wen said, his face now serious. “I was beginning to doubt whether the gate would break or not.”
 
   “I felt the same way,” Ximen admitted, handing the red cloth back to Wen, who again took it and put it back into a fold within his robes.
 
   “How long will it take to dam the river again?” Zhai asked.
 
   “Hopefully not too long,” Ximen said. “The water will continue to pour into the city at an alarming rate until it is.”
 
   “Which will serve as a lesson to them and others not to underestimate Wei,” Wu said.
 
   “I’m sure that Zhongshan has learned that lesson today,” Ximen said. “I’ve no doubt that by now thousands have already drowned in the flood.”
 
   “Hopefully not Duke Wu,” Wen said. “And I have a feeling that General Yue feels the same way from his vantage point closer to the city.”
 
   “We could have a hard time finding him,” Zhai said. “The city will be full of water for weeks at the least, and mobility inside will be difficult.”
 
   “We’ll breach the walls in key spots, allowing the water to flow out quickly,” Ximen said. “That is, of course, if the populace submits to us.”
 
   “I’ve no doubt they will after what they’re experiencing as we speak,” Wen said as he pointed toward the city.
 
   The four men looked again at the city below them. Even though more than two hundred workers now labored to collapse the embankments back onto the river, the water still flowed unimpeded into the city. All along the mile-long route the water churned white as it slammed into the turns of the trench, the force of the river still running strong. Even from this distance they could see that many of the streets were already several feet deep in water, the level only increasing with each passing moment.
 
   “It’ll be worse than Jinyang if this continues,” Wen said after a few moments of silence. “It’s only been a few minutes and already the city is inundated.”
 
   “I’d planned on sending the troops into the city soon after the gates were broken, but now it looks like we won’t need to, or even want to,” Zhai said. “Most people will be clamoring to get out.”
 
   “The ones that stay won’t have much to look forward to,” Wu said. “With thousands already killed the horrors will soon begin. The bodies, with nowhere dry to be placed, will begin to bloat up with water. Unless already stockpiled, which I doubt considering the length of the siege, food and water will become scarce. Disease will break out in days.” He paused for a moment and shook his head before continuing. “The people will be begging us to take them out of the city before it’s all through.”
 
   “They had six months to surrender,” Ximen said. “Yue offered them generous terms all-throughout the siege, even after his son was killed. It’s too bad the people have to suffer for the folly of their rulers.”
 
   Wen nodded. “It’s unfortunate but too often the case. A part of me feels sorry for all the innocents that have perished today, and over the past two years, but a greater part of me knows that it was necessary. The State of Zhongshan and Duke Wu withstood us for too long, scorning our attempts to take them. They had to be taught the price of their insolence. I fully expect the people’s anger at their losses today to be directed at me, but with time I know they will come to love me.”
 
   Ximen shook his head as he stared down at the city. “But not today.
 
   “No,” Wen nodded beside him. “Not today.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   It took more than two hours to seal the river once again, and in that time the city had filled with more than ten feet of water. The half-starved citizens began climbing over the walls to the flooded no-man’s land below almost immediately after the gates had been swept away, neither fearful of the more than twenty foot drop or the enemy that lay in wait for them below.
 
   
  
 

General Yue had ordered several hundred soldiers to stand ready near the embankments in case any Zhongshan soldiers tried to come out of the city, but none appeared and he wasn’t yet ready to order his forces into the drowned city. 
 
   Wei stood on top of the same embankment from which he’d watched the breaching of the walls until the water finally stopped flowing down the long channel. He shook his head and gave a sigh of relief then, for his initial elation at seeing the city finally broken had quickly been replaced by pity for the people within, and then downright shame at what had occurred. There was still no indication from inside the city that the leaders, Duke Wu in particular, were going to surrender to General Yue and the Wei Army. Even an hour after the water stopped flowing and with hundreds of citizens swimming out the city gates or dropping down off the walls, there was no official word from within the beleaguered city.
 
   Wei turned to Liu and shook his head again. “I can’t understand why they don’t just give up.”
 
   Liu nodded. Marquis Wen, Wu, and Zhai had traveled down the road running next to the embankments shortly after the gates had been breached. General Yue had caught sight of them and waved for them to join him atop the embankment. Now they waited and watched as the morning began to turn into afternoon. 
 
   “They’re a proud people,” Liu said in remark to Wei, “and perhaps they don’t feel they’ve been beaten yet.”
 
   “Their city’s under ten feet of water!” Zhai said, having heard Liu. “If that’s not beaten I don’t know what is.”
 
   “Now that the water’s stopped,” Wu said, “Ximen should be able to get down here. We’ve got to start cutting some holes in the base of the walls to let that water out.”
 
   “I agree,” Yue said. “I can’t send my soldiers into the city with that much water. Most of them can’t even swim.”
 
   Wei stared out at the area around the city walls. The city gates had stopped the first rush of water, forcing it up and over the embankments and onto the land around the walls. Even when the gates had broken, enough of the leftmost embankment had eroded away to allow water to flow over the land for two hours. Now a shallow lake, perhaps a foot or two deep, stood over a wide stretch of land.
 
   “Even if Ximen gets down here with some of his workers, I’d still be wary about sending in men to begin cutting away at the walls,” Zhai said. “We’ve seen no indication of soldiers in the city, but that doesn’t mean archers won’t appear on the walls if our men get within range.”
 
   The sound of rocks tumbling nearby halted the conversation and all eyes went from the city to a man as he scrambled up the embankment and quickly made his way over to Yue. He spoke quickly and Yue nodded at his words before turning to face Wen and Zhai.
 
   “Word from the citizens we’ve rounded up is that Duke Wu is still alive in the city, as are a large proportion of the fighting men. While the people say that it’d be impossible to fight in the city with all the water, they also don’t think that Duke Wu will surrender.”
 
   “We’ll have to go in there and drag him out, then,” Wu said beside his father.
 
   “It could be a difficult fight,” Zhai said. “Most likely the Duke and his men are holed up somewhere high and dry and difficult to get to. We could lose dozens of men, perhaps even a hundred or more, before we could force them out of the city or kill them in the process.”
 
   “I want Duke Wu taken alive, is that clear?” Marquis Wen said loudly, focusing his attention on Yue.
 
   “As do I, Sire,” Yue nodded, his voice quiet.
 
   “We’ve got to get men into that city,” Wen continued. “From what I can see there’s enough wood piled around the trenches to build a small fleet of boats, or even rafts. I suggest we begin building them right away. I want this siege to end today.”
 
   The men nodded and Yue spoke a few quick words to the messenger still standing beside him and sent him scurrying back down toward the trenches.
 
   “We’ll get the men on it right away, Sire.”
 
   Wen nodded. “Good, now someone get a message up to Ximen to report down here immediately.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   Ximen barked out orders faster than he could think them, his mind moving by itself as his body began to grow sluggish from overwork and lack of sleep. A great cheer had gone up from the mass of workers when the last few boulders had been rolled into place, stemming the flow of the river after two hours of work, but Ximen had been quick to keep them shoveling the dirt of the embankments back into place. The Fan River was still moving swiftly, and would continue to do so for another few months as the snows of the Luliang Mountains continued to melt. The last thing he wanted was a weak spot in the riverbanks to give way and the valley below to be flooded once again.
 
   Distantly Ximen heard a chariot somewhere behind him on the road, but paid it no attention as he talked with two of his lead workers about the riverbanks. A few moments later a man was calling out his name from behind him, but Ximen continued to talk with his men, intent upon getting everything done before he headed back down toward the city. At last the man grabbed him by the arm and Ximen turned angrily on him.
 
   “We’re not finished here yet! What is it?”
 
   “Marquis Wen requests your presence immediately,” the man said, somewhat shaken by the outburst from the engineer.
 
   “Just because the water has stopped flowing doesn’t mean that the job’s done!” Ximen said with frustration, although he knew it was useless. If Wen wanted him down at the city, he’d go down to the city.
 
   The man looked at the two workers Ximen had been speaking with. “Your men should be able to finish whatever needs doing up here. We must go now.”
 
   Ximen resignedly shook his head, threw his shovel to the ground, and began walking past the messenger and to the road.
 
   “Alright, let’s go then.”
 
   It took them only minutes to ride down the road to the city and then another minute to climb up the embankment to the Marquis.
 
   “How is the river?” Marquis Wen asked when Ximen reached him.
 
   “We’ve stemmed the flow, but there’s still work to be done shoring up the weak spots,” Ximen answered. “I want to make sure the river can withstand the continued mountain runoff through spring.”
 
   “Well, we’ve got some more pressing problems right here,” Wen said. “Duke Wu is still holed up somewhere within the city and, according to the citizens that have already come out, he doesn’t intend to surrender.”
 
   Ximen folded his arms in front of him. “So you need to send men in after him?”
 
   Wen nodded. “We need to start punching holes into the city walls so the water can be released. There’s ten feet of it in there, and the soldiers are useless until it’s drained.”
 
   “That could take days!” Ximen said. “Even if we do get a few holes punched into the walls today, which will be difficult enough, the water will drain out much more slowly than it came in.”
 
   “With Duke Wu still inside the city the people aren’t totally defeated,” Yue said. “They will rally around him and continue to defy us until we bring him out.”
 
   Ximen shook his head. “I’m an engineer, not a soldier. I’m only telling you what we can and cannot do in terms of getting that water out.”
 
   “We’ve already begun constructing boats and rafts so that some of the soldiers can enter and find Wu’s location,” Liu said to Ximen.
 
   Ximen stroked his beard as he thought on that for a moment. “That’s good. Boats are something they’ll not have in the city, and that will be the only way to move about within the walls for several days to come.”
 
   “We’ll need more of your workers down here to help,” Zhai said. “The soldiers aren’t carpenters, after all.”
 
   “Send word for fifty men to come down from the river,” Ximen said to Yue. “That should be enough to get a dozen boats built before nightfall, and twice as many rafts.”
 
   “Yue, tell your lieutenants to begin separating out the men that can swim,” Zhai said. “We should be able to put five or six on each raft, and a few more in the boats. Arm each of them with a crossbow so that they can strike quickly at any defenders from above.”
 
   “The first wave will be sent in to man the city walls,” Yue said. “Walkways run their entire length and they’re high enough to be out of the water. The boats can then be sent back out to get more men.”
 
   “Make it happen,” Wen said as he turned back to the city. “I want Duke Wu out here and at my feet before the day is through.”
 
   Within an hour the workers from the river had arrived and the first boats were being carried up the embankments and to the city gates. Dozens of soldiers marched beside the workers, their crossbows trained on the walls above, but no enemies appeared to inhibit their progress. The men dropped the boats to the ground atop the embankments and then used ropes to lower them down to the water below, which still filled the narrow channel nearly to the top. The soldiers then climbed down into them as the workers held the ropes steady. When the boats were filled the soldiers cast off, two setting down their weapons to pick up oars. Within minutes the first six boats, each carrying eight men, were through the shattered gates and inside the city, and only a few moments after that the same soldiers could be seen spreading out atop the city’s walls.
 
   “That was faster than I expected,” Zhai said.
 
   “Look,” Wu said, pointing toward the city gates and the workers atop the embankments a short distance away. “They’re already pulling the boats back out.”
 
   Liu squinted his eyes to see, then nodded his head. It was true. The first boats were already being pulled back out with the same ropes that had been used to lower them down just moments before. Already groups of soldiers stood by eagerly as the boats got closer, ready to lower themselves down and enter the city.
 
   “We’ll have to send in three-to-four boatloads of men just to properly man each section of the walls,” Yue said.
 
   “Do we need that many?” Wu asked.
 
   “It might seem like a lot but those men will be able to gauge where the enemy’s gathered in strength,” Yue replied. “I expect that we’ll know where Duke Wu is within the hour.”
 
   “We should be able to take some of those men from the walls and use them against the Duke and his men at that point,” Zhai said, looking at Yue.
 
   Yue nodded. “When the Duke is taken I suspect any further resistance within the city will end.”
 
   “So now we wait,” Liu said quietly as the men stared at the city.
 
    
 
   SEVEN
 
   Hui swiveled his crossbow as he heard frantic splashing coming from the right. Without hesitation he locked onto the target and fired in one quick movement, then lowered the crossbow from his eye and shook his head when he saw what he’d hit.
 
   “Another peasant!” he said scornfully. “You’d think they’d be smarter than that.”
 
   The boat slowly passed the woman that Hui had hit squarely in the face as she’d tried to swim to their boat, her lifeless body now floating face-up in the water. It was the third citizen that Hui had shot since entering the city only minutes before, and he was becoming sickened, not so much by the shooting of innocent civilians, but by the absence of soldiers to shoot at.
 
   “Pick up the pace,” he said to the two men that rowed the boat. “I want to get further in toward the palace. That’s where Duke Wu will be hiding.”
 
   Nearly the entire length of the city’s walls had been manned by Wei Army soldiers when Hui and his men had rowed through the broken gates. The men provided enough support that the boats now pushed deeper into the city, floating over the flooded streets as they searched out their enemy. Ximen’s workers had constructed more than a dozen of the vessels so far, as well as twice as many smaller rafts. The men were now all over the city, floating about in small groups as they searched for the remnants of the Zhongshan Army. So far all they’d found were great quantities of floating bodies, mostly women and children not quick enough to escape the flood that had hit the city. Besides bodies, debris floated all around them, and Hui made sure that the men in the boat kept their crossbows to their faces at all times, fearful that any one of the floating obstacles could be hiding an enemy soldier. Still, Hui had been the only one to fire, and each time it was at an innocent civilian, the first two men, but this last one a woman. Hui wondered to himself if the next victim would be a child. Well, he thought, they should have given up months ago.
 
   The boat passed by open windows and the men could see small rooms within, beds and kitchen tables the most common sights, many containing huddled people trying to stay out of view. When they’d first been spotted Hui had had the boats stop and the soldiers enter the houses to question the people. All they were told was that Duke Wu had last been seen near the city palace the night before, so that’s where Hui directed the majority of the boats. The deeper they moved into the city the more people they saw, and Hui had given up trying to question any of them. After their first few encounters with them their smell alone kept him and his men moving past.
 
   “I thought we’d see more survivors,” one of the men said quietly to Hui.
 
   “The siege must have hurt them more than we imagined,” Hui answered. “Before we attacked, the city was the thriving capital of the state, with more than five thousand people within its walls. But that was two years ago, and who knows how many could have perished or slipped out in that time.”
 
   “Perished more likely,” another soldier said. “Not a night went by in the trenches when we couldn’t smell the burning bodies of their funeral biers.”
 
   “Thank Shangdi we don’t have to put up with that anymore,” another soldier chuckled.
 
   “I know,” another added. “I’ll make sure that I’m buried in the ground and never burned to ashes, if only to save my neighbors from the smell.”
 
   The men in the boat laughed but Hui frowned.
 
   “That’s enough chatter,” he said sharply. “Keep your eyes on the houses and your mouths shut. The further we get into the city the greater the chance of us encountering soldiers and armed citizens that we didn’t smell burning over the past two years.”
 
   The men fell silent and the boat pushed on. Hui glanced back and saw the other three boats in his flotilla coming up slowly behind him. He had argued vociferously for the chance to lead the first group of men into the city that wouldn’t be manning the walls, and a message had been sent off to General Yue. Word had come back quickly that the order was approved, and now Hui meant to drag the Duke out of the city and to his grandfather’s feet himself.
 
   The boat rounded a turn in the hidden street below them and a great stone building came into view. So different was it from the wooden houses they’d been passing for the past several minutes that several of the men cried out in wonder.
 
   “That must be the palace,” Hui said as he pointed at the building. “Bring us right up to those windows.”
 
   The lower portion of the building, like all the others they’d passed, was completely hidden from view by the ten feet of water covering the city. Unlike the majority of buildings, however, this one was three stories high, and Hui was surprised they’d not seen it earlier, although it was far enough from the walls that some of the men could have had difficulty relaying the message to them.
 
   The palace became larger and larger as the boat drew closer, and then they were right next to the massively columned windows of the second floor. Hui motioned for one of the men to hop off the boat and onto the stone ledge, then threw him a rope with which to secure the boat.
 
   Hui waited for the other three boats to pull up beside them before standing to speak.
 
   “Alright, we’ll fan out and find an open window to enter. If there are none we’ll force our way in. Once inside, keep close to one another and move silently. There are most likely soldiers crawling all over this place, and Duke Wu won’t give up so easily.”
 
   He nodded and the men began to climb up onto the palace’s window ledges. Hui led the seven men that’d been in the boat with him, and after only a few moments they came to an open window. He poked his head inside and saw the carpeted hallways empty of life.
 
   “Here’s where we’ll enter,” he said to the soldier behind him. “Go tell the others to gather here.”
 
   The man ran off and Hui climbed through the window and dropped down the few feet to the red-carpeted floor, careful to make as little sound as possible as he landed. He immediately raised his crossbow back to his face and peered down the sun-lit hallways in each direction, but his earlier estimate of the hallways as empty proved true. Within moments the rest of his men were in the hallway with him, with others gathering outside o the window to join them. He nodded to his men and then began moving, the others close behind.
 
   Ornate tapestries and statues filled the hallway from floor to ceiling as they moved deeper into the palace. The men checked each door as they passed, but most led into empty storerooms. Despite the two-year long siege, the palace looked well-maintained and Hui could see none of the ravages that had been so evident on the buildings outside that he’d peered into. 
 
   When they reached the end of the hallway there was a staircase leading up to the third floor. Hui motioned four of his men to move up it and check for soldiers. When they reached the top they waved down that it was clear and Hui led the rest of the men up, a sizable force of thirty.
 
   Once up the stairs it was obvious to Hui that this was the main living area of the Duke. Finely upholstered-chairs and sofas sat beside lacquered tables while shelves filled with vases lined the walls. At the end of the room was a large set of double doors. Hui moved quickly to them and eased one open to cautiously peer inside. The room was dark, the windows closed and curtained against the light, but he could tell that it was a bedroom, and one made for a ruler. The bed was large and canopied, the chairs and tables even more finely crafted than those that sat outside. 
 
   Hui pulled his head out and nodded at his men.
 
   “The royal bedroom,” he said quietly. “It doesn’t appear as though anyone’s inside, but we’ll check it anyway.”
 
   He turned back and eased the door open further and slipped inside, keeping his crossbow to his face as he moved over to the windows to take hold of one of the curtains. After giving another cursory glance around the room he pulled it aside, bathing the room in light. Out of the corner of his eye he detected movement near the far wall.
 
   “There!” he shouted to his men, pointing toward a large closet near the bed.
 
   The men moved quickly, their swords drawn, and after a moment one of the men gave a sharp laugh.
 
   “What is it?” Hui asked curiously.
 
   “Looks to be the Duke’s wife,” a soldier said as he dragged the woman away from the wall and into the light.
 
   Hui stared at the woman and could obviously see that she was of royal blood despite her disheveled hair and clothing.
 
   “Where is the Duke?” Hui asked as he stepped up to her.
 
   The woman stared up at him indignantly and Hui slapped her across the face so hard that the soldier holding her arm lost his grip and she fell to the floor. Her hand immediately went to her reddening face and she stared up at Hui with hatred in her eyes.
 
   Hui leveled his crossbow at her head. “I won’t ask a second time,” he said firmly, and fear began to replace the hatred in her eyes.
 
   “He’s in the throne room,” the woman began, but Hui cut her off with a kick to the chest that sent her sprawling back to the floor.
 
   “The throne room is on the first floor and flooded,” he said angrily. “Another lie and you’ll lose your tongue.”
 
   “I’m here,” a voice said loudly from near the closet that the woman had been hiding near. “Don’t hurt her!”
 
   Hui turned his attention in the direction of the voice but could see nothing, and then the closet door opened and a man even more disheveled and haggard looking than the woman stepped out.
 
   The soldiers around Hui chuckled, but he silenced them with an upraised hand.
 
   “Open the curtains,” he said to the soldiers as he kept his eyes on the man that had emerged from the closet.
 
   The soldiers rushed to the windows and soon the entire room was awash in sunlight. The man brought his hand up to his eyes to shield them for a moment, then lowered it to stare defiantly at Hui.
 
   Hui lowered his crossbow slightly as he stared at the man. 
 
   “Duke Wu, I presume. Where are your soldiers?”
 
   The man nodded. “I am Duke Wu, and what is left of my palace guard are in the room behind me.”
 
   Hui looked over at the soldier behind him and then nodded his head toward the closet the Duke had emerged from. The soldier rushed to the closet, looked it up and down for a moment, then stepped inside to disappear into its depths. A moment later he emerged and nodded at Hui.
 
   “There are a dozen men inside a hidden room,” the soldier said.
 
   Hui nodded. “Bring them out.”
 
   The soldier nodded and several others rushed to the closet while Duke Wu took a few steps closer to Hui.
 
   “Hasn’t there already been enough death for today?” he pleaded with Hui. “I urge you to spare my men.”
 
   Hui ignored him as the men began to come out of the closet, their clothes ragged but their determination in resisting Hui evident from their eyes. All were unarmed, but Hui knew that given the chance each of them would rush at him with their bare hands if they could. In a few moments the ten men were lined up in front of the closet and the rest of Hui’s soldiers had come back into the room.
 
   “That’s all of them,” the first soldier who’d gone into the room said.
 
   “Where are the rest of your men?” Hui asked the Duke.
 
   “They were manning the walls of the city,” Duke Wu said angrily. “The siege has nearly killed us all. These are all the men I have left.”
 
   “And your sons?” Hui asked, his eyes narrowing.
 
   “Dead,” Duke Wu said after a moment, his eyes falling to the floor. “Killed on the walls by your men more than a year ago.”
 
   Hui nodded and stared at the Duke. “Kill them,” he said to his men.
 
   The Duke lowered and shook his head as Hui’s men raised up their crossbows and fired at his men before they could react to the order and try to fight. The room filled with groans as each man went down with a bolt in the chest, the Duke’s wife letting out a moan.
 
   “Was that necessary?” the Duke asked when the men were dead, his eyes falling on Hui once again.
 
   Hui didn’t answer as he turned to the nearest soldier.
 
   “Bind their hands and take them back to the boats,” he said. “The Duke has a dinner engagement with General Yue.”
 
    
 
   EIGHT
 
   Word that Duke Wu had been captured spread quickly through the drowned city and to the army camps outside. By the time Hui’s men rowed through the shattered gates with the Duke and his wife tied securely in their boat, a large crowd of friendly soldiers stood atop the embankments cheering them. Hui waved nonchalantly at the adoration but also kept a weary eye on the crowd. He knew full well that a Zhongshan soldier could have crept into the Wei Army ranks during the excitement, one that might see it as more prudent to put an arrow or crossbow bolt into the Duke than have him paraded in front of the opposing army.
 
   No such soldier appeared, however, and Hui’s boat was soon bumping up alongside the embankment. The soldiers climbed out while Hui helped them hoist up the bound Duke and his wife before he too climbed up. 
 
   Ximen began to worry as the soldiers pressed in tightly along the two embankments, both of which still supported the long channel of water from the river.
 
   “We’ve got to get these men off of the embankments,” he shouted to Yue over the noise of the crowd.
 
   Yue nodded. His earlier attempts to get the soldiers back down into the camps had failed. Once they’d heard that the Duke was coming out of the city bound and tied by Marquis Wen’s grandson, there could be little done to control their eagerness at catching a glimpse of the prize they’d worked two long years to achieve. When Hui’s boat finally appeared all orderliness vanished, and even the higher-ranking officers under Yue failed to contain their enthusiasm.
 
   “The only way we’re going to get these men off the embankments is if we lead the Duke down off of them first,” Yue shouted.
 
   Ximen turned to Zhai and Marquis Wen, both men standing still amid the chaos as they watched Hui come up the embankment.
 
   “Let’s go down to the flat plain behind the camps,” he shouted to the two men. “I’m afraid the embankments won’t support so many people for long.”
 
   Wen looked about the crowd of soldiers as if seeing it for the first time, then nodded.
 
   “Let us go down, then. But first let my grandson bring Duke Wu to me.”
 
   Ximen nodded, although he didn’t like it. The embankments could collapse at any moment, and then what was meant to be a celebration would quickly become catastrophe.
 
   All sense had not vanished from the soldiers at the news and then sight of the Duke. Once Hui had gotten up to the top of the embankment they parted in front of him, opening up a long corridor of empty space leading toward Marquis Wen. Hui wiped the dust from his robes and straightened his back, then walked up behind Duke Wu and his wife and gently pushed them forward so that they’d start walking the distance between them and their fate. The crowd suddenly fell silent as the three figures moved down the empty corridor between them, the three pairs of footsteps on the hard-packed dirt the only sound.
 
   Hui held his head up as he progressed while Duke Wu kept his low. When they were less than twenty feet from Marquis Wen, however, the Duke rose his head up high and looked on as the ruler of a state should, Hui thought when he saw the sudden change. His stride gained greater purpose, something the soldiers around them didn’t miss, and a collective gasp of awe escaped from them. Even the Duke’s wife, who had been sullen and downcast since entering the boat, perked up at her husband’s obvious return to form.
 
   “Duke Wu, we meet again,” Marquis Wen said when the three stopped five feet from him. “It has been many years.”
 
   “I wish it could have been under different circumstances that we meet again after so long,” Wu replied forcefully, his words carrying to all the men gathered around.
 
   “I’ve no doubt that you do,” Wen replied without a trace of a smile, “but such is not the case.” Wen turned slightly and raised his arm up toward Yue who stood a step behind him. “Do you formally surrender your city to General Yue, the man who has done so much to ensure that the two-year long siege was carried out as humanely as possible?”
 
   “Do you call drowning a city under hundreds of thousands of gallons of water humane?” Wu shot back, his eyes narrowed in anger at Yue.
 
   “Many of your people still live,” Wen said, unperturbed by the remark. “Such would not be the case if you’d continued to hold the gates shut against us. You should be thankful, Wu, that we spared your people the horrible fate of cannibalism and then the slow and painful death of starvation that inevitably would have followed. Both would have resulted if we had let you continue in your stubbornness.”
 
   Wu looked away from Wen and at Yue for the first time. “It is your own people that seem to hold cannibalism in such high regard.”
 
   Yue took a step forward but Wen held up his arm and the general stopped.
 
   “There have been many unfortunate incidents here during the past two years,” he said slowly, “incidents which have touched both of our armies. I am deeply saddened, Wu, to hear that both of your sons were killed while manning the walls of the city.”
 
   Wu’s head dropped down for an instant, but he quickly raised it up again. “And what do you know about losing a son, Wen? How can that injustice ever touch you when you hide behind your high walls in Anyi?”
 
   “I know nothing about it, and pray to Shangdi that I never do,” Wen replied coolly.
 
   Wu scoffed and shook his head. “So what is to be my fate then? Will you allow me to be cooked and eaten by your trusted general?”
 
   Wen shook his head. “No, Wu, I don’t condone cannibalism and will spare you from that gruesome fate. I cannot, however, allow your actions toward General Yue’s son to go unpunished. To kill an unarmed messenger bearing official correspondence is unconscionable during war. An example must be made here today of what happens to those that break that solemn tradition.”
 
   Wu tensed for the first time since the meeting started and it seemed to Hui that some of the Duke’s royal bearing slipped away from him as his shoulders sagged slightly.
 
   “I will not let General Yue punish you as he would wish,” Wen called out loudly for all the assembled soldiers to hear, “but I will see that Yue does get the chance to correct the wrong done to him and his only son.” Wen paused, his words hanging in the air, and the tension of anticipation could be felt by all.
 
   “I call for a trial by chariot!” Wen yelled out.
 
   The soldiers erupted into cheers in the same instant that Duke Wu lost all semblance of royalty and collapsed to one knee. Marquis Wen smiled at the mockery of fealty that his words had caused before Hui’s men rushed up and lifted the Duke to his feet. A few quick words were exchanged between them and Zhai, and then the Minister of War raised his arms up for a path to open up before them down to the empty plain below.
 
   “I think that went rather well,” Liu said to Wen, leaning in to whisper into the Marquis’s ear so he could be heard over the cheers of the crowd.
 
   “Now all Yue has to do is ride straight,” Wen replied.
 
   The mass of soldiers spilled down the embankments and into the plain behind their camps and beside the road to the city. The area was flat and empty, used for drills and combat practice, and it would prove to be an ideal spot for the event to take place. By the time that Duke Wu had been marched down the slopes and to the plain the soldiers had formed a tight circle fifty yards apart on each side, their bodies pressed so closely together that nothing could pass between them. They did give way as a lone chariot pulled by a single black horse was driven through their ranks and into the center of the circle. The two men atop it jumped out, shovels in their hands. They immediately set to work digging, and by the time that Duke Wu was escorted through the mass of men they’d nearly completed a five-foot hole in the ground.
 
   Zhai raised his arms up high over his head and the crowd fell silent.
 
   “Today Duke Wu of the State of Zhongshan will undergo a trial by chariot,” he said loudly, his voice carrying over the hundreds of men crammed in tightly around him, and the thousands that stood beyond. “The Duke will be buried up to his neck in the ground and General Yue Yang, blindfolded, will be given three chances to run him down.”
 
   A cheer rose up from the crowd and Zhai again raised his arms for silence.
 
   “If, on the third pass by the chariot, Duke Wu still lives, then he will be dug up from the ground and set free.”
 
   A loud groan followed by booing and laughter followed that announcement as Zhai walked back to Marquis Wen and the others around him. Duke Wu had already been lowered into the hole and the two workers were filling in the area around him with dirt, but he could still shift his shoulders slightly, and turned enough to see Yue.
 
   “Make it quick,” he said to Yue, who stood over him.
 
   “Like you did for my son?” Yue asked mockingly, but Duke Wu just looked down at the ground quickly filling around him and said nothing.
 
   Marquis Wen pulled Yue aside then, clapped his hands onto the general’s shoulders, and looked sternly into his face.
 
   “You have three passes, Yue; do not make me regret my decision here today.”
 
   “I will not, Sire,” Yue said deferentially. “Thank you for this opportunity.”
 
   Wen nodded and turned around to look at the crowd of soldiers around them, raising his arm up so Yue would look as well.
 
   “Study the circle well in these last few moments, Yue,” Wen said. “I’ve seen these contests many times, and the men that study their surroundings and use their ears to listen are the ones that are victorious.”
 
   Yue nodded and looked around him. The workers completed their task and Ximen walked up to Wen.
 
   “We’re ready, Sire.”
 
   Wen nodded and walked back up to Wu once again. The Duke’s head was the only part of him visible above the earth, a sight that Wen would have found slightly comical if the consequences to both of them weren’t so dire. Duke Wu had a very high chance of being killed, but if he was not, Marquis Wen would look like a fool in front of his entire army as the Duke was allowed to go free. Such was the custom of the contest, one going back centuries and which could not be altered under any circumstance, as both men knew.
 
   “Perhaps I will be in a similar position one day,” Wen said quietly to Wu.
 
   “Each man has his fate, Wen,” Wu replied. “Wei cannot remain strong forever.”
 
   Wen nodded in silence at Wu’s words before he walked toward Yue and the chariot, nodding to the men around him so they’d begin walking toward the crowd of soldiers on the edge of the circle. 
 
   “Ready?” Wen asked as he directed Yue to the chariot.
 
   “I’ve been waiting for this chance since my son was killed,” Yue said.
 
   Wen nodded. “I know.”
 
   Both men stepped onto the chariot and Yue took the reins in his hands and steered the horse to the edge of the circle then turned it around so that the chariot was once again facing Duke Wu, his head barely visible above the hard-packed ground around him. Marquis Wen reached into his robes and pulled out the red cloth that Ximen had given back to him earlier that morning and tied it around Yue’s head, making it tight and secure without even a hint of light allowed to pass through. When he was satisfied he took the reins of the chariot from Yue and slapped the horses hard. The animal jerked at the sudden hit and the roar of the crowd that erupted. Wen steered the chariot within a foot of the cheering men, making three complete circuits of the circle before returning to the same spot and pointing the chariot at Duke Wu, buried twenty-five yards away.
 
   “It is up to you now, general,” Wen said as he handed Yue the reins and hopped off the back of the chariot before slowly walking to where his advisors, son, and grandson were standing.
 
   A hush fell over the throng of soldiers and all eyes went to Yue blindfolded in the chariot. Several minutes went by, and many of the soldiers closest to Yue thought they saw the general’s lips move, perhaps in a silent prayer to Shangdi for success. Then, with a loud cry Yue rose up his hands and cracked the reins hard on the horse and the chariot rushed forward toward Duke Wu. A great cheer went up from the crowd, building in pitch the closer Yue got to the buried duke. Duke Wu for his part remained passive and silent, his mouth firmly shut and his eyes showing neither fear or worry as the chariot drew closer behind him.
 
   The cheer built to a crescendo as Yue thundered toward Wu, then died down to a disappointed groan as Yue and the chariot harmlessly passed the duke by a distance of several feet. Yue heard the crowd and drew up the reins, slowing the horse and chariot and turning it around as he neared the edge of the crowd opposite from where he’d started. Several of the soldiers near him shouted out directions and he steered the chariot as best he could, aligning it to point at the Duke according to their words.
 
   The soldiers murmurs began to rise again as they saw that Yue was readying to make his second pass, then grew into wild cheering as the general cracked the reins once again. The horse neighed loudly and was off, the soldiers cheer rising to build higher and higher as Yue approached the Duke. Wu’s eyes grew large, for he could see the chariot coming straight at him this time, but he clenched his jaw tightly, refusing to give Yue and Wen the pleasure of seeing or hearing him cry out.
 
   The pitch of the soldier’s cheering cry rose to its utmost limit as Yue cracked the reins across the horse’s back again and again to build up speed. Then the cheers suddenly turned into a loud groaning gasp as the chariot’s right wheel passed just inches from Wu’s head. Yue was moving with such speed and force and had been expecting the feel of Wu’s head beneath his chariot that he didn’t at first slow the chariot when the cry of despair rose from the soldiers. By the time he realized his mistake it was too late; the chariot plowed into the front rows of soldiers, knocking many to the ground and wounding several.
 
   The crowd began to grow unruly and some of them even tried to start fighting in their frustration over the near miss. Zhai rushed out into the circle and raised his arms over his head trying to return order to the ranks.
 
   “One more pass!” he yelled out at the soldiers, reminding them that it wasn’t yet over.
 
   The soldiers quieted down and the higher-ranking men in the crowd restored order to those nearest them as Zhai went back to stand next to Marquis Wen.
 
   “Not a good sign, what just happened there,” Wen said quietly as Zhai reached him.
 
   “He’ll finish it on the third pass,” Zhai said as he resumed his position next to Marquis Wen.
 
   Wen said nothing as he stared at Yue. With the aid of several of the soldiers the chariot managed to back out of the crowd and Yue got it turned around and pointed toward Wu. Bright red blood now marred the front wooden frame and it seemed that Yue was shaken, whether by the near miss or the incident with the crowd, Wen couldn’t tell. It was several minutes before the crowd fell silent once again and Yue readied the chariot for another pass.
 
   With a loud crack that could be heard all through the crowd, Yue lashed the reins against the horse and the chariot jerked into motion for the final time. The crowd stood still and silent, but as Yue approached the Duke on a straight path their cheer began to rise once again. It would be close, all who watched could tell, but if Wu was struck it would be by the left tire this time, which was on a straight line toward his head. Wu saw that this pass would be the one, and he closed his eyes and offered a silent prayer to Shangdi.
 
   The soldiers cheer rose again to a high-pitch and then fell silent, the only sound the chariot rushing over the ground as it harmlessly passed Wu. The left wheel had come within an inch of the Duke’s head, but it had done nothing more than throw some dirt into his hair. 
 
   Yue pulled up on the reins and ripped the blindfold from his head as he turned the chariot around to face Wu once again. He couldn’t see his face, but Yue imagined that Duke Wu was smiling. Not a sound was heard amongst the crowd as Yue hopped from the back of the chariot and quickly approached the crowd of soldiers.
 
   “Shovel!” he yelled to them with an outstretched hand, and a slight murmur rose from the soldiers closest to him.
 
   Within moments a shovel had been passed through the ranks and a soldier rushed up to hand it to his general. Yue took it without a word and slowly walked toward the Duke. He didn’t look at Wu’s face as he thrust the shovel into the dirt near his head and began digging, for custom dictated that if a man survived a trial by chariot it was the duty of the defeated to dig him out.
 
   The crowd stood by in silence as they watched their general dig up their enemy. Yue already had a few feet dug up around the Duke’s head and Wu’s shoulders could clearly be seen.
 
   Hui stood beside his father and grandfather and watched, disgusted by the spectacle. Suddenly, without a word, he dashed out into the circle and ran toward the chariot. A confused murmur rose up from the soldiers as they watched him, then grew louder as they realized what he was doing. Some began cheering his action while others condemned it with shouts of anger. Hui was unconcerned either way, and within moments he’d reached the chariot and hopped up onto it. He grabbed the reins and cracked them hard across the horse’s back, sending the animal into motion once again.
 
   Yue stared at him in disbelief as he got closer and closer and the cries and cheers from the crowd grew louder and louder. He stood his ground, waving the shovel in the air in a feeble attempt to stop Hui, then jumped out of the way at the last instant. Duke Wu, unable to see Hui approaching from behind him, but certain of what was happening, remained as quiet as he’d had during the first three passes. At the last instant the crowd went silent and the bottom of the chariot met squarely with the back of Duke Wu’s head, severing it from his exposed shoulders to roll along under the chariot before coming to a rest near the edge of the circle.
 
   Hui reined up the horses and hopped from the chariot before walking swiftly to the Duke’s head. He bent down and grabbed it by the still tied top-knot and held it up for all to see. To his surprise the soldiers remained quiet as he turned around and jerked his arm up and down for them. After a few moments he lowered the head then stared at his grandfather.
 
   Marquis Wen’s face showed no sign of what he was feeling, but those around him were certain that it was unbridled rage at the impertinence of his grandson. All eyes in the crowd went to him as he walked out into the circle alone toward Hui, moving slowly and deliberately. 
 
   Hui held up the head in front of him and smiled as his grandfather approached, but Wen didn’t take his eyes from Hui’s. When he was close enough he stopped and without a word slapped Hui hard across the face with the back of his hand then again with the front. Hui dropped Duke Wu’s head to the ground and staggered back a step, but Wen stepped forward too and backhanded him again. A large red gash appeared on Hui’s upper lip where one of Wen’s rings had bit into his skin and Hui instinctively moved his hand to the gushing cut.
 
   “How dare you disgrace me like that you damn fool!” Wen shouted at Hui as he slapped him hard across the face again and again. “Never in all of my years have I been so humiliated!”
 
   Hui fell to the ground and tried to cover his face with his hands but Wen continued to strike him. Finally, after several moments Wen stopped and straightened once again, smoothing his robes down around him.
 
   “You are no longer my grandson,” he said quietly before spitting down onto Hui. He then turned to address the crowd.
 
   “Go back to your tents,” he said loudly for all to hear, although the silence around the circle was palatable. “Tomorrow we begin the work of bringing Zhongshan into Wei.”
 
   Wen walked over to Yue who was again standing, and the two then started back toward the edge of the circle, the crowd already departing, their heads low and their talk quiet. No one moved toward Hui and it was only after the crowd had fully dispersed that he picked himself up off the ground and walked shamefully back to his own tent.
 
    
 
   NINE
 
   The days passed and turned into weeks as the Wei Army soldiers and workers cleaned up the city and began joining Zhongshan with Wei. There was no resistance following the first day’s breach of the city, and within the first week all the water had been drained and the streets cleaned sufficiently to bring back a semblance of normality to the citizen’s daily lives.
 
   Marquis Wen spent long nights in council with his advisors Liu Kui and Zhai Huang going over plans for the incorporation of the state, and the problems that came along with it. Their greatest point of interest was Zhongshan’s location. Lying far north of Wei, Zhongshan was separated from Wei by the State of Zhou. While permission had initially been granted by Zhou for Wei to pass through their lands on their first sorties into Zhongshan, discussions for further rights of passage were becoming bogged-down in political wrangling.
 
   Ximen Bao was rarely consulted at all after the city fell, a fact that he liked and which afforded him more and more time to again take up the plans for the great canal project that would be his legacy. The work to put the Fan River back onto its previous course had taken only two days, and Ximen was pleased to see that the river’s banks had been strengthened to a greater extent than when he’d started the diversion project six months earlier. There would be no flooding of the surrounding area from the spring runoff this year; something which he hoped would create further goodwill between the people of the two states as they quickly became one.
 
   Getting all the water out of the city, however, had proven to be a much more difficult and time consuming task. Work had begun immediately after Duke Wu’s death following the botched trial by chariot. Many of the soldiers had been put to work with hammers and chisels that night, tasked with creating holes in the city’s walls. The work had been slow and tedious, but within a few days there were dozens of openings around the base of the wall, holes large enough to have lowered the water in the city by a noticeable amount.
 
   The main problem had been the city itself. Resting on a flat plain, it was difficult to drain the water anywhere, and even more so to get it out of the city, which had been constructed to rise as one headed further into it. This meant that the majority of the water had to come out the way it had come in – through the front gates. This could have been accomplished fairly quickly if it wasn’t for the sprawling troop encampments that were spread all about the front of the city. The water couldn’t be allowed to flow over them, so it had been decided that the troops would just have to move.
 
   It sounded like an easy enough task, but it had proven more difficult and time-consuming than anyone had previously thought. What had been expected to take a day or two at most had stretched into nearly a week as the thousands of troops were packed and moved further away from the city. Several late night meetings followed with all of Marquis Wen’s advisors and many of the high-ranking military men under General Yue. It was decided that more than half the army would march northwest toward the Qin borderlands that General Wu Qi still assaulted, while a third would head back to Anyi, the rest left to protect and oversee further work around the city.
 
   The troops had begun moving the next morning, and within a week the area around the city seemed deserted after thousands had been camped outside, many of them for nearly two years. Ximen had ordered that a large section of the city wall around the front gates be torn down, making it easier for the water to flow out. Work had begun before the troops had even fully moved away, and within a week hundreds of men were using hammers and picks to tear away at the wall all hours of the day and night. Those that weren’t employed on the wall were set with the task of clearing the mile-long embankments that had been constructed to allow the river to flow into the city. After only a day of work at that, however, Ximen quickly abandoned the notion. Only a few feet had been moved by more than a hundred workers and soldiers, and the engineer knew that the task was futile. He ordered that the embankments would remain where they were, although they’d eventually be reduced in size. Workers were ordered to spread the dirt out around the area, making ideal planting areas for crops in the years to come, as well as a long-term building project for the citizens of the city.
 
   Deciding how to manage the city proved to be one of the more contentious tasks confronting Marquis Wen. General Yue lobbied hard for the position, arguing that he’d spent his time and blood in the task of taking the city, losing his only son in the process, and therefore should be made governor. Minister of War Zhai argued against this, saying that the people could never accept the man that conquered them as their ruler. The debates went on for a day and a night before Wen made his decision, siding with Zhai in the end. General Yue was ordered to oversee the breakup of his army and then escort the contingent heading back to the capital. He’d then be officially relieved of command with great ceremony when Wen himself returned in a month’s time, although it was made known to him that he’d no longer command an army in the field. Yue took the news well and thanked the Marquis, at which point Wen informed him that he would become governor of the Lingshou Prefecture along the Wei border with Qi. Yue was grateful for the prestigious posting that would allow him to live out his remaining years in ease and he left the city the next day at the head of the long column of troops, his head held high.
 
   What hadn’t been discussed, as far as Ximen was concerned, was the fate of Marquis Wen’s grandson, Hui. The man had been left to himself following his stunning action during the trial by chariot, and he seemed to skulk around the camps, waiting for some task, although none ever came. It was rumored that he’d be sent to the front lines in the fight against Qin, his grandfather already having informed General Wu Qi to put him in the most dangerous engagements. Others said that he’d be chosen to administer Zhongshan, something that most thought farfetched. In the end, no one knew for sure what fate would befall the eventual heir to the throne of Wei, but after the first few days all agreed that it wouldn’t be death.
 
   And so the weeks had passed, the troops leaving and the city becoming closer to itself again after two years of grief. Ximen was working late one night, torches illuminating the area around the Fan River where the dam had stood, as he oversaw some of the workers making a few last touches to the newly strengthened banks. His ear picked up the sound of a chariot coming down the road toward the river, but he paid it little attention. He hadn’t been called before Marquis Wen in nearly a week, when it’d been agreed that he would leave Zhongshan. Ximen had longed for that day to come, eager to be back on his canal project in the south, and he was now all set to leave the following morning.
 
   It was with great surprise, therefore, when a soldier approached him and told him that the Marquis requested his presence back at camp.
 
   Ximen stroked his beard as he considered the words. 
 
   “Perhaps he wants to wish me farewell one last time before I leave,” Ximen said more to himself than the messenger.
 
   The soldier shrugged his shoulders at the remark and gestured for the engineer to walk to the road and the awaiting chariot. The night air blew coolly into Ximen’s face as the chariot thundered down the road, the large embankments still towering over them, although as they got closer to the city they were greatly diminished in height. Already orchards were being staked off on the ground that had been set aside for the dirt from the embankments, the soil particularly good after having been exposed to the river water for more than a week.
 
   The usual two guards stood watch outside of the Marquis’s tent, and there was nothing out of the ordinary to make Ximen think that there would be any changes to the plans he’d previously discussed with Wen. Still, he shuddered to think that Wen would want him to stay any longer in Zhongshan; after all, there was little for an experienced engineer to do anymore, the majority of the work fit only for basic laborers at this point. No, Ximen thought as he walked past the guards and began to pull the tent flap aside, Marquis Wen will just wish him farewell one last time, knowing full-well that he’d most likely rise before the sun so as to get as close as possible to his beloved canal the next day.
 
   Ximen entered the tent and was immediately surprised to see Hui standing next to a seated Wen. They were the only two men inside the tent and both stared at him without expression as he entered.
 
   “Marquis Wen,” Ximen bowed, “Heir Hui. To what do I owe this honor?”
 
   “It is we that are honored by your presence,” Marquis Wen replied as he stood up from his chair and approached Ximen.
 
   Ximen straightened and cast a quick glance at Hui before meeting Wen’s eyes. The heir seemed depressed as Ximen looked at him, his eyes downcast.
 
   “I will be leaving early tomorrow morning,” Ximen said as Wen reached him and clapped his hands on his shoulders. 
 
   Ximen was surprised by the strength of his ruler; although Wen was by far the oldest man in the camp, his grip had the strength of some of Ximen’s workers who weren’t even a fraction of the Marquis’s age.
 
   “And that is why I called you here tonight,” Wen replied, still holding Ximen’s shoulders as he looked into his eyes. “I want to say goodbye to you tonight, and to my grandson.”
 
   “Your grandson?” Ximen asked, not sure what Wen was talking about. It was known throughout the camp, and most likely in the rest of the Seven States by now, that Wen had publicly severed all ties with Hui the night of the Duke Wu’s death.
 
   “Yes,” Wen said with a laugh as he released Ximen and turned to look back at Hui, raising his arm up at the young man. “You know Hui, of course, and,” Wen said as he turned back to look at Ximen once again, “you will get to know him much better over the coming years.”
 
   Ximen’s mouth opened, and he was about to reply, but then he shut it. Wen couldn’t possibly be doing what Ximen thought he was doing.
 
   “You’re sending Hui to work on the canal,” he said after a few moments.
 
   “The work will do him good,” Wen said with a smile. “The boy needs discipline, as you well know, and I think a few years of hard labor will give it to him.”
 
   “But Sire,” Ximen said quickly, “the work of the canal is very exacting and detailed. Many of my best engineers require years of training on smaller projects before they can be trusted to lead others themselves.”
 
   Wen shook his head and raised his hand. “Oh, I’m not talking about having Hui make decisions, far from it.” 
 
   He laughed and turned back to look at Hui, whose eyes were still firmly planted on the floor. 
 
   “I want Hui to work alongside the common workers,” he continued. “Surely there’s no experience needed for that?”
 
   Ximen’s mouth again fell open as he looked from Hui to Wen and back again. 
 
   “No, Sire,” he stammered, unable to think of anything else to say, so at a loss of words was he. 
 
   “Good, it is settled then!” Wen said with a wide smile. “Hui will leave with you in the morning. I hope he can be in the thick of the work within the next few days.”
 
   Ximen stared from one man to the other for a few moments before replying, his mind still reeling from the shock of the news.
 
   “If that is what you wish, Sire, then that is what shall be,” he said finally.
 
   “I knew I could count on you, Ximen,” Wen said as he moved back to his chair and put his arm around Hui. “Now, Hui, don’t you think that you should thank Ximen for the opportunity he’s given you?”
 
   Hui clenched his fists at his sides and Ximen could see anger burning in his eyes as he raised his head and looked at him.
 
   “Thank you for this opportunity, sir,” Hui said quietly.
 
   Wen clapped Hui on the back and smiled, then turned to Ximen before the engineer could reply to Hui.
 
   “It’s settled then,” he said. “Hui will report to you early in the morning. Now,” Wen continued as he sat back in his chair, “I imagine you’re tired and ready to get some sleep before your long journey.”
 
   “Yes,” Ximen said, barely managing to get that much out as his mind swirled with all the ramifications of what had just transpired within a few short minutes.
 
   “You’ve done a remarkable job here, Ximen Bao,” Wen said. “The State of Wei owes you a great debt.”
 
   Ximen bowed low at the compliment, rose and met Wen’s eyes once more, then turned and stepped out of the tent, giving a great sigh of relief as he did so.
 
   “I think that went well, don’t you?” Marquis Wen said a minute after the engineer had left.
 
   “About as well as could be expected, I suppose,” Wu replied.
 
   Marquis Wen’s son emerged from behind the curtained portion of the tent that contained Wen’s bed and walked over to a small table to fill a cup of tea.
 
   “You didn’t think that he would refuse, did you?” he asked as he turned back to his father and son.
 
   “Of course not,” Wen replied as his son walked to him and handed him the steaming cup.
 
   Wu folded his arms behind his back and stood facing his father. 
 
   “I still think it’s a bad idea,” he said.
 
   “I’d be surprised if you didn’t, the way you’ve raised the boy,” Wen replied after taking a small sip of his tea. “I doubt that he’s known a moment of real discipline in his life.”
 
   “He’s spent three years in the army,” Wu said sarcastically. “Where else can he find more discipline?”
 
   “Oh, come now,” Wen said, putting his cup down on the table next to him. “We both know that no commander with a shred of common sense would punish Hui.”
 
   “And Ximen will be different?” Wu asked.
 
   Wen stroked his beard for a moment as he thought.
 
   “I doubt it,” he said at last. “But it makes little difference now. Working on the canal day-in and day-out will be punishment enough.”
 
   Hui stood passively at Wen’s side, his head down, and his eyes on the floor. His father and grandfather talked of him like he was a thousand miles away already and not in the tent beside them. Neither had even glanced at him since Ximen had gone, and he wondered if they would. He’d had no knowledge of what his grandfather was going to do when he’d been summoned to the tent just minutes before Ximen Bao had arrived. Upon entering he’d seen his father slumped in the large chair that his grandfather usually sat in, his head propped up with his hand. Hui had been about to open his mouth to speak when his grandfather had stepped out from behind the curtained area at the back of the tent.
 
   “We’re sending you away to work on Ximen’s canal,” he’d said as he moved up beside his son.
 
   Hui was still fearful of the old man. He’d been bruised for days after the beating he’d taken from Wen after he’d killed Duke Wu, something he didn’t think would have been possible from a man of his age. Even after a few weeks his jaw still hurt when he ate. The cut that his grandfather’s ring had made on his upper lip had sheared away part of his mustache and left a noticeable red scar. No matter how much ointment he rubbed into it, it wouldn’t go away.
 
   “Father?” he had managed to say quietly, looking to the heir to the State of Wei. Surely he would have some say in the decision.
 
   “It has been decided, Hui,” Wu had said sullenly, his eyes not rising to meet those of his son. “You will leave tomorrow morning.”
 
   “Ximen will be arriving in a few moments to learn the news himself, so don’t blame him,” Wen had said. “This decision is mine alone. I just hope that it isn’t too late to make you think of your actions in the future. You may still rule this state one day, so you better learn to act like a ruler.”
 
   “But I–” Hui had begun, but his grandfather had cut him off with an upraised hand.
 
   “There’ll not be another word from you tonight, am I clear?”
 
   Hui had nodded meekly and then walked over to stand beside his father as Wen directed him. Wu had gotten up to stand behind the curtain and Ximen had entered a few moments later. Now his fate was decided, and Hui felt miserable.
 
   “If working on a canal for several years is where you think the best place for the eventual heir of Wei to be is, then by all means send him there,” Wu said angrily, snapping Hui from his thoughts.
 
   “Sometimes a man can learn more from working the land next to the men he’ll one day rule than he could every possibly learn from sitting in comfortable chairs surrounded by the hot air of his advisors,” Wen countered. “I think that both of you will thank me when this is all over!”
 
   Wu just shook his head at that and Wen gave a slight smile.
 
   “Now, if you two would be so kind as to let an old man get his sleep I would be grateful.”
 
   Wu rose from the chair and headed to the tent flap, which he then held open before him.
 
   “Hui,” he said, looking at his son.
 
   Hui stepped toward his father who then exited the tent. Just as he was about to leave the tent he turned and looked back at his grandfather. Wen was staring after him and their eyes met. Hui held the gaze but neither said a word, and after several moments he stepped out into the cool night air. As the tent flap closed Wen sat back in his chair, knowing that he would never see his grandson again.
 
    
 
   TEN
 
   Two weeks passed without incident after Hui and Ximen headed south to work on the canal. In that time the city had been restored and began to function almost as well as it had before the siege had started. Life was returning to normal for the people of Zhongshan, and many were quietly saying that life under Wei wasn’t so bad after all.
 
   It had been nearly a month since the flooding of the city and Duke Wu’s death, and Marquis Wen was eager to head south himself, back to the capital of Anyi. He stood in his tent and sipped a steaming cup of tea while poring over a map of Northern Zhongshan, enjoying the early morning quiet and lack of bustle around him. Wu also held a cup of tea and stared down just as silently at the map as his father. Since his son had been sent away, Wu had spent nearly every moment of the day with Wen, going over maps of Zhongshan, inspecting the capital city, and planning its incorporation into Wei. His initial anger at the fate of his son had eased over the weeks and had now been replaced by a begrudging acceptance.
 
   Wu turned his head toward the tent flap as he heard swift footsteps approach outside, and a moment later Wen looked up as two sentries opened the flap. 
 
   Zhai Huang strode quickly into the tent, his chest heaving with great intakes of breath, and a fine sheen of sweat noticeable on his brow. He met both men’s eyes before bending over to place his hands on his knees as if to steady himself. 
 
   Wen quickly straightened and walked around the map table to stand closer to him.
 
   “What is it, Zhai?” he asked with concern. 
 
   Seeing his Minister of War so out of sorts indicated that something had recently occurred, but Wen was at a loss as to what it could be. The city had been quiet all night and into the morning; surely if there’d been some kind of uprising he would have heard of it by now.
 
   “It’s Wu Qi,” Zhai said between breaths. “I ran all the way from the edge of camp to bring the news myself.”
 
   “You couldn’t have taken a chariot?” Wu asked with some impatience. It wouldn’t do to have the Minister of War running amidst the soldiers and causing them concern.
 
   Zhai shook his head and raised himself up once again.
 
   “He’s taken Xihe,” Zhai said, his eyes wide as if he himself was still surprised by the news which he’d run all the way with.
 
   Wen and Wu both looked from Zhai to each other, their eyes too going wide. Wen moved back around the table and picked up his cup of tea, blowing gently onto the hot liquid before taking a sip.
 
   “All five cities?” Wu asked, turning back to Zhai.
 
   Zhai nodded. “All five cities.”
 
   Wu shook his head in disbelief. “I can’t believe it.”
 
   “He’s been fighting for three years,” Wen said. “Did you think he’d fail me?”
 
   “I’ve often had my doubts,” Wu replied.
 
   Wen scoffed. “You’ve had more than that,” he said before he turned back to Zhai. “This news just came to you?”
 
   Zhai nodded. “This morning, by bird. The message had originally been sent to Anyi, as that’s no doubt where the General expected I’d be. I received word from the capital just now.”
 
   Wen rubbed his beard and stared down at the map once again.
 
   “Did he say anything else?”
 
   “The message was brief, just informing me that that he’d taken all five cities,” Zhai replied.
 
   “He offered no suggestions as to who should be appointed to govern them?” Wen asked, his eyes still on the map.
 
   Zhai shook his head. “No, Sire. He only informed me of his victory.”
 
   “Very well,” Wen said, raising his head up once again. “I think that it’s obvious who should govern the new area, and that’s General Wu Qi himself.”
 
   “Father, please tell me that you’re not seriously considering such a notion!” Wu said irritably.
 
   Wen’s eyebrows rose at his son’s remarks. “And why shouldn’t I?”
 
   Wu looked flustered, his mouth trying to form words in an exasperated expression that said the answer was obvious.
 
   “Well, he’s…Qi!” he said at last.
 
   “And a man who’s faithfully served me for many years,” Wen said, not the slightest bit perturbed by his son’s remark.
 
   “And how do you know that he won’t deliver those five cities directly into Qi hands at the first opportunity,” Wu said loudly.
 
   Wen laughed. “Please, Wu. Listen to yourself. Do you really think that General Wu Qi would have served Wei for all of these years while at the same time still secretly holding allegiance to his state of birth?” 
 
   Wen laughed again and a large smile spread across his face as he continued badgering his son. 
 
   “That perhaps for years he’s been secretly plotting with members high in the Qi military to gain command of a Wei army, conquer territory for us, territory which lies on the opposite side of Qi, I might add, and then deliver it to them without any qualms at all? Come now, Wu, you don’t expect me to take such nonsense seriously, do you?”
 
   Wu clenched his teacup angrily and stared stonily at his father. “I think it not only possible, but highly likely.”
 
   Wen groaned loudly and threw his hands up in the air as he stalked away from the map table and toward the tent wall. Wu and Zhai fell silent and after a few moments he turned back to them, clearly annoyed.
 
   “I thought that you’d have gotten over your boyhood difficulties with Wu Qi by now, Wu,” Wen said as he stared at his son. “You cannot still be angry over what happened twenty years ago?”
 
   “How can I not be angry over what he did?” Wu said loudly, nearly shouting. “He humiliated me!”
 
   The incident came back to Wu as said the words to his father. Even though it was more than twenty years ago now, staring at his father in anger it suddenly felt like yesterday. 
 
   He and Wu Qi had served together when both men had been slowly rising through the ranks of the Wei Army. It wasn’t unusual for the heir to the throne to serve alongside the common soldiers; in fact, it was encouraged, and there’d been a long tradition of it going back over the centuries. While most of the army was comprised of men of Wei, a great deal of the soldiers in all of the armies of the Seven States hailed from different states than those they served. 
 
   Wu Qi had been one such young man, who, through either chance or circumstance, had found himself either unable or unwilling to serve his own state, so had traveled to another. Wei had been a magnet for many such men, and the state flourished under their strength and loyalty.
 
   It had quickly become apparent that the young soldier from Qi was quite capable, and he’d risen quickly through the ranks, eventually coming to serve alongside Wu Wei in a command position. Both men’d had their units sent north against the small state of Cao, and it was there that the troubles between them began.
 
   Both Wu Wei and Wu Qi were men of strong personalities and both sought to outdo the other, pressing their units hard in the fighting, each being rewarded handsomely for their efforts in both victories and recognition. When the state had finally fallen and their general met with the defeated duke, both Wu Wei and Wu Qi had been allowed to accompany him. It was at that meeting that both men first saw the duke’s daughter, and each had been immediately swept under her spell.
 
   She’d had hair of auburn and eyes that seemed to penetrate to the depths of their souls. Both men had sought to console her after her father was killed, and the professional rivalry that had existed between them turned more personal as they sought her favors. Both knew that she was turning the two against each other, but they didn’t care. The arguments that’d developed between them in the past no longer took place with just words, but with fists. They’d have eventually included swords if their general hadn’t learned of their quarrels and sent Wu Wei back to Anyi. 
 
   Wu still bridled with anger as he remembered that disgrace and the way that his father had laughed at him when he’d heard the news.
 
   “A Cao whore?” he had laughed when Wu reported back to the royal palace. “Please tell me that this is a joke!”
 
   “I love her, father!” Wu had said through clenched teeth.
 
   His father had laughed even harder and was joined by those in attendance to the royal court at the time. Wu had stormed from the throne room in embarrassment more than anger. As time went by he’d realized how foolish he’d been about the woman, but his hatred for Wu Qi didn’t lessen. In fact, it only increased as the man continued to revel in the successes that his military prowess granted him until he was eventually appointed a general in his own right.
 
   Wen stared at his son, sensing that he was reliving the events of the past in his mind. He remembered well the reason his son had been sent back to Anyi from the State of Cao, and how he’d hid his own embarrassment with disdainful laughter.
 
   “It always comes down to a woman, doesn’t it?” Wen said quietly, and Wu’s eyes jerked up to him.
 
   “I loved her, father,” Wu said without pause.
 
   “Really? Then what was her name?”
 
   Wu was taken aback by the question, at first finding it laughable that he’d be asked something so easy, then realizing that it wasn’t so easy after all. He plumbed the depths of his memory as he stared back at his father, but the name would not come to him.
 
   Wen’s eyes narrowed as he stared at his son and watched him try to pull the name up from his memory. As he’d expected, his son couldn’t remember. She’d been nothing more than a desired thing in his young mind.
 
   “I…can’t seem to remember just now,” Wu stammered, his eyes on the floor of the tent. “It will come to me in a moment, if you just…”
 
   “Meilin,” Wen said before his son could embarrass himself further.
 
   Wen’s eyes jerked up at his father. “Yes, that’s right...”
 
   He immediately felt foolish for not having remembered the woman’s name, and he realized that his father had been right once again. It would have been foolish for him to pursue such a whim, and his father had been right to keep him from her.
 
   Wen waved his hand through the air as if to dismiss whole subject.
 
   “Bah! She never would’ve been an appropriate match, and besides, you’ve got a beautiful wife now, and a capable son.”
 
   “A son you hate,” Wu said quickly, more to hide his earlier embarrassment than to anger his father.
 
   Wen shook his head. “We’ll not get into that again.”
 
   “Besides, if I remember correctly, Wu Qi married that Cao whore,” Wen added. “Is she still with him, Zhai?”
 
   Zhai was startled to alertness by the question and quickly turned to Wen.
 
   “As far as I know, General Wu is…not married,” Zhai stammered.
 
   “See, there you have it,” Wen said. “The woman was either not to his liking and he got rid of her long ago, or she was never fit in the first place and has already died.”
 
   Wu folded his arms across his chest and stared down at his tea, saying nothing. Wen shook his head and turned back to Zhai.
 
   “Appoint General Wu Qi as governor of the new Xihe Prefecture,” he said. “I want him to oversee the incorporation of the area into Wei and subdue any further resistance that he may find.”
 
   “Is he to progress further into Qin?” Zhai asked.
 
   Wen shook his head. “No. The area west of Xihe is too formidable to invade. All the rest of the Qin territory lies ‘Within the Passes,’ and that is the only reason they’ve been able to survive for so long. No one would dare take the chance to invade such an area fraught with dangers, even against a state as weak as Qin.”
 
   Zhai nodded. “I agree. Qin is no threat to us and I doubt that we’ll see more than the occasional skirmish near the Guangzhong Plain.”
 
   Wen walked back to the map table and picked up his tea, draining the last of it as he walked over to Zhai. 
 
   “I think that it’s time we headed back to Anyi,” he said as he put his arm around the Minister of War and walked him toward the tent flap. “Wei hasn’t had this many victories to celebrate in many years, and I want the people of the capital to rejoice at how powerful we’ve become.”
 
   “So you wish to depart sooner than the end of the month, which ends in five days?” Zhai asked as they neared the flap.
 
   “Tomorrow,” Wen replied.
 
   “Tomorrow?” Zhai said with surprise, turning to face Wen. “That’s just not possible! A serious amount of coordination needs to take place; the amount of supplies alone that’s required is immense.”
 
   Wen waved his hand. “You handle it, Zhai. We certainly don’t need much more than a few chariots as far as I’m concerned, but I’ll leave the details up to you, so long as we leave tomorrow morning at dawn.”
 
   Zhai’s eyes darted back and forth as his mind sorted through the myriad tasks that would now have to be quickly completed in order to facilitate such a sudden departure.
 
   “I’ll have to get right on it then,” he said, meeting Wen’s eyes once again.
 
   Wen clapped him on the shoulder and held open the tent flap for him.
 
   “Good, you do that, Zhai; for tomorrow we head home.”
 
    
 
   ELEVEN
 
   The chariots thundered down the road, drowning out all sound but their wheels and the horses that pulled them. 
 
   Wen, as he’d done on the way to Zhongshan, rode in the lead chariot, Minister of War Zhai Huang beside him. They rode at a slower pace than when they’d headed toward the city a month earlier; partly because there was no rush as there had been before, and partly because Wen wasn’t at all eager to get back to the royal court in Anyi. The month-long respite he’d had from policy and politics had been welcome, and the idea of sitting through hours of stifling talk concerning the state suddenly didn’t appeal to him that much.
 
   Still, he was looking forward to being back in the city, and especially around the people. Unlike many of the rulers in other states, Wen didn’t shy away from the common citizens but embraced them, and they loved him for it. Despite the fears of his guards and numerous advisors, one of Wen’s greatest pleasures was to walk about the city streets among his people. The idea of doing that now, with the twin victories in Zhongshan and Xihe fresh in the people’s minds, created a great wellspring of happiness inside of him.
 
   The weather had treated them well during their journey and the roads had been good, allowing them to cover the distance from Zhongshan through Zhao and into Wei in the span of only two days, nearly the same amount of time as when they’d rushed north the previous month. Despite the right of passage granted by Zhao, it had come as a relief to once again enter Wei lands. As if sensing their return, the sun had broken out the day before and continued to shine down upon them as they got closer to the city.
 
   The scenery became more and more familiar and it was obvious to all when they’d broken camp that morning that they were only a few hours from the capital. After only an hour on the road the many small canals that branched outward from the Yellow River and fed into the city became visible. Wen had smiled when the first waterways came into view, and his thoughts immediately went to Ximen Bao. The engineer had done so much for the State of Wei during his long career, and Wen was happy that the man was finally working on the project that he’d dreamed about for more than twenty years.
 
   The road began to follow the small canals and everyone in the one-hundred chariot entourage knew that they were less than an hour from the city. The canals would flow right into Anyi through specially-designed holes in the city walls, where they’d then flow throughout the city. Dozens of parks, some small but most large, sprouted up along the canal routes, giving the citizens a place of quiet with which to spend a few moments, however brief, from their busy lives.
 
   Besides the canals, Anyi was also known for its orderly design and the cleanliness of its streets. The city had once been similar to other large cities throughout the Seven States: a place of dirt and grime, disorderliness and havoc; a regular bustling metropolis that appeared bursting at the seams. Wen had decided to change all of that when he’d come to power nearly fifty years before, and the city had been forced to clean itself up and present a more dignified appearance. Resistance had been immediate and expected, and Wen had stared it down. Within a few yeas nearly everyone lauded the changes and looked back with scorn on the city’s old ways.
 
   The road began to rise and the canal flowed off to the west as they approached some low-lying hills. The horses neighed under the whips of their drivers and the party began the final ascent that would bring them to the overlook of the city and then to the northern gates. The hills were low, but the climb was steep, and the road switched back and forth. As Wen approached the summit he looked down below him and smiled at the hundred chariots snaking along the road beneath him. Within moments he was at the top and he steered the chariot off the road and pulled up on the reins.
 
   Beneath him lay Anyi, the capital of Wei and a city teeming with more than one hundred thousand people. The large stone and brick walls that surrounded the city were mortared to a smooth finish and towered more than thirty feet above the surrounding countryside, a countryside which teemed with small farms, wheat fields, and rice paddies. From the height of the hill Wen could see the traces of the dozens of waterways that wound through the city, and a green canopy of trees rose above the houses and buildings wherever he looked. The four main gates of the city, marking the four points of the compass, were bustling with people entering the city on business and those leaving after having delivered their crops from the surrounding farms.
 
   Wen smiled at the sight and Zhai clapped him on the back.
 
   “It is good to be back home,” he said with a smile as he looked at his ruler.
 
   Wen smiled and put his arm over Zhai’s shoulders.
 
   “That it is, Zhai. That it is.”
 
   A moment later Liu Kui and Wei Yang rode up and came to rest a short distance from Wen, followed by Wu.
 
   “Father, are we stopping here?” Wu called out loudly as the other chariots began to rumble up the road.
 
   “No, I just wanted to look down on the city,” Wen yelled back. “Tell the others to continue on to the city.”
 
   Wu craned his neck to hear the words then nodded. He steered his chariot around and shouted at the next chariot up the hill, waving his arm for them to continue down the hill and to the city. The man nodded and within moments a steady stream of chariots was passing by the Marquis and his advisors in a deafening cacophony of hooves and wheels.
 
   The procession went on for many minutes and Wen was eager for it to end so that he could look down on the city in peace. Already the first chariot was down the hill and speeding along the flat expanse to the city gates. Another few minutes brought the final chariot up the hill and past them and quiet once again fell upon them.
 
   “Ah, that’s more like it,” Wen said with a smile. 
 
   A great cloud of dust hovered around them from the passage of all the chariots and Zhai waved his arm in front of his face in a futile attempt to disperse it, causing Wen to laugh at his efforts.
 
   “We’ve been breathing in the dust of the road for two days, Zhai. A little more won’t hurt you.”
 
   He smiled as Zhai continued to wave his arm frantically and squint down at the city.
 
   “In fact, you might want to take a few deep breaths of it,” Wen added. “There’s no telling when we’ll be on the open road again. No, it’s all dreary court life from here on, Zhai, and-”
 
   “I’m sorry to interrupt, Sire,” Zhai said, pointing down the hill toward the city, “but there are two chariots speeding down the road from the city.”
 
   Wen narrowed his eyes and looked down at the road. The dust had cleared enough so that he could see that Zhai was correct: two chariots were indeed heading in their direction.
 
   “Both stopped and talked a moment with the lead chariot of our procession,” Zhai said. “It appears that they want to speak with you.”
 
   Wen threw up his hands. 
 
   “I thought that I’d be spared the concerns of the court until I had at least entered the city!” he said in mock exasperation, eliciting a laugh from Liu Kui in the chariot near him.
 
   “No doubt they need your immediate advice on which type of paving stones to use on a new street, round or square,” Liu said.
 
   Wen threw his head back in laughter, and even Zhai cracked a smile at the remark. Wu wasn’t amused by the comment and frowned at the other’s mirth.
 
   “It could be an important message concerning our recent conquests,” he said seriously.
 
   “Bah!” Wen said with a wave of his hand. “No doubt it’s just a formal welcome back to the city.”
 
   “Shall we ride down to meet them?” Zhai asked.
 
   Wen shook his head. “No, let them come to me. I’d like to look down on the city for a little longer.”
 
   The men fell quiet, allowing Wen a few minutes to gaze on the capital in peace before the two chariots could be heard coming up the road. Within moments they’d crested the rise and their drivers pulled up on the reins. The man in lead chariot jumped out and immediately rushed up to Wen.
 
   “Jun!” Wen called out loudly when he saw who the man was. “I didn’t think you left the palace, even for your Marquis.”
 
   The man stopped in his tracks several feet from Wen as he thought about the comment for a moment.
 
   “You jest, Marquis Wen,” he said as he started forward once again.
 
   “Of course I jest,” Wen said with a wry smile and a sideways glance at Liu. “Now what is it that could not wait for me to get back to the city?”
 
   “We received this message just this morning,” Jun said, handing up a rolled scroll to Wen. “We were just about to send it off by bird to Zhongshan when you were spotted atop the hill.”
 
   Wen took the scroll and glanced at it, then looked back at Jun, his eyes wide.
 
   “It’s from Qi!” he said with surprise.
 
   Jun smiled and nodded eagerly, motioning for Wen to unroll the parchment as all of the other men looked on with renewed interest.
 
   Wen unfurled the scroll and read the words inside. After a few moments he looked back down at the city, his eyes large and somewhere else.
 
   “What does it say, father?” Wu asked as he walked toward Wen’s chariot.
 
   Wen handed him the scroll without looking, his eyes still on the city below. Wu read quickly then glanced back up at his father and then at Jun, who was smiling more eagerly than before.
 
   “It’s from General Zhai Jue,” Wu said eagerly. “He’s captured Duke Kang!”
 
   Wu looked from his father to the men around him, his face awash in excited anticipation.
 
   “He’s actually managed to capture him!” he said as he smiled up at his father.
 
   Wen looked away from the city and to his son.
 
   “There was never any order for General Zhai Jue to do anything more than assist the House of Tai against the House of Jiang,” he said. “The capture of Duke Kang complicates matters immensely.”
 
   “If Duke Kang has in fact been captured that means that House Jiang is through ruling Qi,” Zhai said. “We sent him there at the request of House Tian for help against House Jiang, and it looks as though he’s performed his task wonderfully.”
 
   “We sent him to help, not take charge,” Wen said with an edge of anger in his voice. “And what of Han and Zhao? It was agreed that each of us would send in a company of troops to assist Tai of Tian. With Duke Kang’s capture by our own general, what will they think?”
 
   “Surely they had a hand in the capture as well,” Wu said. “Each state sent in the same amount of troops, with a capable general leading each company. It just as well could have been the Han or Zhao generals that captured the duke.”
 
   “But it was not!” Wen shouted. “How will it look for the general of a lesser state, for that is what Wei is, remember? How will it look for Wei to capture the duke of a leading state such as Qi?”
 
   “House Jiang has been steadily losing ground to House Tian for more than a century,” Liu pointed out. “It should come as no surprise to anyone that they’re now on the verge of losing control of Qi.”
 
   “And we were quite discreet in sending our troops into Qi to assist Tai Tian,” Zhai added, “as were Han and Zhao. There’s a good chance that many in the Seven States don’t yet know that Duke Kang has been captured, or that outside troops had a hand in it.”
 
   Wen stroked his beard thoughtfully as he stared down at the city. “And we need to keep it that way,” he said at last, turning to face the men. “General Zhai Jue requests and audience on the Yellow River near the border with Wei and Qi.”
 
   “When?” Zhai asked.
 
   “As soon as possible, I assume,” Wen answered. “If this message was received just this morning as Jun says, then that means that Zhai sent it off yesterday, the day before at the latest.”
 
   “He’ll be heading there as we speak,” Wu said.
 
   “If he hasn’t already gotten there with Duke Kang in tow,” Zhai said.
 
   “By now there’s a good chance that Han and Zhao both know of the capture as well,” Wu said. “Both rulers could have been informed by their own generals and they could be heading to the same spot.”
 
   “There’s also a chance that neither of them have been informed yet,” Zhai said.
 
   “They’ll know, and right away,” Wen said. He turned back to Jun. “I want a message sent off immediately, to both Marquis Lie of Zhao and Marquis Jing of Han, informing them of the events that have taken place in Qi. Tell them both of the requested meeting by General Zhai Jue on the border of Qi, and politely request that they both attend as soon as possible.”
 
   Jun nodded and Wen turned back to look at the city, his hands clasped behind his back. Several moments of silence passed before Zhai spoke.
 
    “When will we depart?” he asked.
 
   “Now,” Wen said.
 
   “I’ll have the royal palace notified immediately that you’ll be arriving and then departing again,” Jun said as he turned to the second chariot that had accompanied him up the hill and still sat on the road a short distance away.
 
   “You’ll do nothing of the sort,” Wen said loudly, drawing Jun’s attention back at the same time as the small man visibly shuddered under his Marquis’s voice. “When I say now, I mean right now. We will not ride down into the city but descend the way which we’ve come, backtracking to the road north which we passed earlier this morning and which leads to the city of Wei and then to the border with Qi.”
 
   “But father, surely you’d like to have a short rest and get cleaned up before getting back on the road,” Wu said.
 
   “We will ride to Qi as we are, dirtied from the road and from our victories in the field,” Wen said. He stared at them all for a moment, and when no argument came he directed his gaze at Jue. 
 
   “Jun, notify the palace of my intentions. Have them send out a few chariots with some supplies and extra men, but not many, mind you. I want our journey to the border to be discreet. Tell them to push hard and that they can meet us halfway to Wei along the Yellow River; we’ll make camp there tonight.”
 
   “I will tell them,” Jun said as he walked over to the chariot that had carried him.
 
   “Now,” Wen said, taking up the reins of the horses once again, “let us cover as much ground before dark as we can. I want to be meeting with General Zhai Jue by this time tomorrow.”
 
   He cracked the reins across the back of the horse, sending the animal and chariot into motion once again. Jun was forced to jump out of the way with a cry of distress as the chariot charged at him on its way to the road. Wen’s laughter carried up the hill as he raced back down the road, a cloud of dust already in his wake.
 
    
 
   TWELVE
 
   The fire crackled and hissed as Liu laid another log onto it. 
 
   “What is it exactly, Wei, that you’re unsure of?”
 
   Liu settled himself back down on his bedroll and stared across the fire at his young apprentice, his eyebrows arched upward expectantly.
 
   “Well, it just all seems so difficult to keep straight is all,” Wei said, his eyes drawn to a stick that he was using to scratch about in the dirt.
 
   “What, exactly, is it that you’re finding so difficult to keep straight?” Zhai asked. “The names?”
 
   “Well, that’s part of it,” Wei admitted, stopping the movement of his stick long enough to meet the Minister of War’s eyes. “But also the exact relationship that the Jin Dukes had with the Zhou Kings.”
 
   “I admit that it’s very hard to comprehend, especially when you first begin to study it,” Liu said as he leaned back onto his elbow and stared into the fire. “Why don’t we go through it one more time?”
 
   Wei met Liu’s eyes and nodded slightly before dropping the stick to the ground and staring into the fire. 
 
   Marquis Wen sat up for a moment to take a sip of tea before laying back down, his head propped up with a rolled blanket. They’d ridden well into the evening before they reached the halfway point from Anyi to the city of Wei. Wen called for a stop and ordered their four chariots to be circled for defense as they set up camp a short distance from the banks of the Yellow River. It grew dark quickly and they began to doubt whether the rest of the chariots that were set to follow them from the city would arrive, but an hour later they could hear the rumble coming from the west and a few minutes after that an additional four chariots thundered to a stop beside them. 
 
   Wen, wanting some peace and quiet with which to think, had ordered the new arrivals to make their camp further along the road. Now, as the moon rose in the sky above them, a dozen small fires burned with men sitting around them, each wondering what the next day’s audience with General Zhai Jue and the captured Duke Kang would bring for the State of Wei. There was little to do to pass the time but talk, and the five men gathered around the fire were lucky, for two of them were philosophers, and all in the Seven States knew that philosophers could talk around a fire all night long without growing tired, especially when the subject came to the history of the Seven States.
 
   The conversation had gotten started when Wei had overheard Marquis Wen mention the Three Jins to Zhai Huang. He’d turned to Liu to ask what exactly the Three Jins were when Marquis Wen had overheard him.
 
   “Only what I’ve been striving for since I came to the throne fifty years ago.”
 
   Wei had looked from Wen to Liu, confusion written plain on his face, and Marquis Wen had thrown up his head in laughter.
 
   “Looks like it’ll be a long night, men,” he’d said to the others around the fire. “Well, go on, Liu. You might as well tell the tale of how the Seven States have come about, and how it is that one day soon King Weilie will be forced to recognize the Three Jins.”
 
   “Perhaps you’re finding it difficult to follow because we didn’t start far enough back,” Liu said, drawing Wei back from his brief reverie.”
 
   “One hundred years is not enough time if you want him to fully grasp the significance of the Three Jins,” Zhai said as he absently held a stick in the fire.
 
   “I suppose that a proper place to begin would be with the founding of the Zhou Dynasty more than six hundred years ago,” Liu said as he settled himself down and stared into the fire. “It was then that a young upstart by the name of Wu, who proclaimed himself King of the Zhou tribe, rose up against King Di Xin of the ruling Shang Dynasty and defeated him with forty-five thousand men and three hundred chariots at the Battle of Muye.”
 
   “A legendary battle,” Zhai said, perking up at the name, “and one fought not too far from where we’re sitting now.”
 
   “The people had no problems with an upstart duke going against his ruler, the king?” Wei asked.
 
   Liu shook his head. “Toward the end of his reign the king became obsessed with his consort, a woman named Da Ji, to the exclusion of all else.”
 
   “He didn’t even notice the weakening of his allies by Duke Wen of Zhou, something that’d been going on for some time by the man that he’d originally called his ‘Count of the West’ for his duty to guard his rear while involved in a campaign to the south-east,” Zhai added. “King Di Xin had become angered with Duke Wen, however, and had him imprisoned for a brief time, which led the Duke to begin a silent campaign against the Shang King.”
 
   “You see, Wei,” Liu continued, “King Di Xin thought that he had the Mandate of Heaven and could do no wrong, a grievous error in judgment for a king to make.”
 
   “The Mandate of Heaven is like Shangdi himself giving permission for the ruler to rule,” Zhai interrupted. “It is only bequeathed to just and good rulers, or so many believe.” 
 
   Liu nodded. “Many viewed Di Xin’s marriage to Da Ji as a sign that he had lost the Mandate of Heaven, for the man that had once been thought of as a good ruler was now seen by most as ruthless. Even the common peasants felt this way, and they overwhelmingly supported Duke Wen’s son, Duke Wu, as he continued his father’s campaign against the Shang.”
 
   Wei nodded eagerly as the two men told the story, and even Marquis Wen had propped himself up a bit more to listen, although his son Wu could be seen yawning from his spot near the fire.
 
    “The Zhou were better trained than their Shang counterparts, and their morale was much greater. They prevailed, and a successful chariot charge allowed Duke Wu to break through the Shang lines and reach the palace. There he found the burned remains of King Di Xin, who’d adorned himself with jewels before setting himself on fire. His wife Da Ji, the woman who many viewed as the cause of the hostilities, lay weeping by his charred corpse, until Duke Wu put an end to her misery with the point of his sword. To the people tasked with defending the city who’d dropped their weapons, however, he showed more leniency, allowing those who chose not to fight to live. In honor they proclaimed him the ‘father of the people.’ More than five hundred years of rule by the Shang Dynasty was ended and Duke Wu began the Zhou Dynasty, which still rules today.”
 
   “It is a fascinating tale, and one we should all take a lesson from,” Marquis Wen said, breaking the silence that had befallen when Zhai finished his story, “but a battle that took place more than six hundred years ago doesn’t quite answer Wei’s question as to the significance of the Three Jins.”
 
   Wen sat up and arched his eyebrows upward as he looked at Liu, and Liu was forced to smile despite himself.
 
   “No, it does not,” he said, shaking his head. “But it is a start, and a proper one, if we are to have a firm grasp of the relationship between the Zhou Kings and the Jin Dukes.”
 
   “Well, then by all means, carry on,” Wen said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Just remember that we have to get an early start tomorrow if we want to arrive at that meeting before Marquis Lie and Marquis Jing. It wouldn’t do to be falling at Duke Kang’s feet from lack of sleep; he might think we’re there to show our fealty and not our might.”
 
   Liu smiled and glanced over at Zhai. “We’ll not go into quite so much detail as we cover the next six hundred years. In fact, why don’t we skip right down to what’s most relevant, the Battle of Jinyang and the Three Jins?”
 
   Zhai nodded and held up his hand for Liu to continue. Liu gave a slight smile then settled himself more comfortably before staring back into the fire.
 
   “Over the centuries after the Zhou Dynasty came into being, a four-way balance of power developed between four large states: Qin, Jin, Chu, and Qi,” Liu said, again taking up the tale. “It was not a time of peace, however, as state after state attacked one another, often dragging their allies of the moment into the conflicts with them.”
 
   “Around this time the power of the Jin Dukes began to wane,” Liu said. “Family rivalries led to the death of one Duke on orders from his uncle, who had the support of many of the ministerial clans, and who placed their own candidate onto the throne, naming him Duke of Jin. His grandson tried to exploit conflicts between the various clans in an attempt to break their growing power. In retaliation, the Luan and Zhonghang clans had him killed, and when the next Duke came to the throne he was unable or unwilling to halt their growing power. By the time his grandson came to power, the Jin Dukes were nothing more than figureheads of state; real power resided with the six clans: the Fan, Zhonghang, Zhi, Han, Zhao, and Wei.” 
 
    “The six clans quickly began to vie with one another for power and the right to control the Jin Duke,” Liu said. “Very quickly the Fan and Zhonghang clans were eliminated completely, leaving only four clans, and of these, Zhi was the strongest. Using his position at court, where all decisions had to pass through him before reaching Duke Ai of Jin, the Zhi minister demanded territory from the ministers of the Han and Wei clans. They reluctantly complied, emboldening Zhi to demand territory from the more powerful Zhao clan, which flatly refused. Angered, Zhi then attacked Zhao, compelling Han and Wei to join, and together they marched, just fifty years ago now, upon the Zhao stronghold of Jinyang.”
 
   “As we know from what we just did to Zhongshan,” Liu said, “the three clans besieged Jinyang for three months without success before diverting the Fen River so as to flood the city. Still, the people of Jinyang held out for three years before the Zhou rulers were on the verge of surrender. Instead of surrendering to Zhi, however, Zhou entered into talks with Wei and Han and convinced the two states to turn on Zhi. With their aid, Zhou troops managed to get out of the city and attacked the Zhi troops guarding the dam on the Fen River, which they then destroyed, diverting the Fen River onto the Zhi camps below. In the confusion Wei and Han attacked the Zhi Army from the sides while the Zhao forces stormed out of their own flooded city as best they could and attacked the Zhi center. The Zhi ruler was captured and killed, and the Zhi lands evenly distributed among the three remaining clans.”
 
   “When Duke Ai of Jin died twenty years later the three clans annexed all of the remaining Jin lands except for the cities of Quwo and Jiang, which they allowed the current Duke, Duke Lie of Jin, to retain. From that time forward, Han, Wei, and Zhao have been called the Three Jins by many, although the title has never formally been declared by King Weilie of Zhou.”
 
   “Which will change in my lifetime,” Marquis Wen said confidently.
 
   Liu nodded but said nothing and Wei looked at his master, not sure if he really believed in what Marquis Wen had said.
 
   “Han, Wei, and Zhao have each sought the sole title of Jin ever since Duke Ai’s death,” Zhai said. “So far there has been no indication from any of the Zhou Kings that they’ll grant the title to just one state.”
 
   “And technically speaking,” Liu said, “neither Han, Wei, nor Zhao should even properly be called states. Many still think of them as clans, although it’s widely regarded that they’re three of the Seven States, which Jin isn’t even thought a part of anymore.”
 
   “They haven’t for some time,” Wen said.
 
   Zhai and Liu both nodded at Wen’s words and a silence fell, broken only by the crackling of the fire.
 
   “So that brings us up to today, then, but where does Qi fit into all of this?” Wei asked. “I’ve heard of the struggles that have been going on between the two rival Houses of Jiang and Tian for more than a century, but I’m not sure what this all means for Wei, and why we chose to support House Tian over House Jiang.”
 
   “When the Jin Dukes were losing their power to the clans of the State of Jin, House Jiang was also beginning to lose its dominant position in the State of Qi,” Liu said. “The Tian Family began to eliminate many other rival families within the State of Qi and they rose to prominence. Eighty years ago now, the Tian Family killed the Jiang ducal heir and fought several rival clans. A few years later they killed a puppet duke placed on the throne by other rivals and killed most of that ruler’s family along with the clans that put him there. 
 
   “Yes it is well known in the Seven States that House Tian has been steadily usurping power from House Jiang for more than a century now,” Wu said, sitting up. “For the past eighty years House Jiang has only controlled the capital of Linzi and Mount Tai.”
 
   “Control of Mount Tai is enough to ensure that House Jiang continues to rule,” Liu said. “The religious significance of the mountain is immense. It is, after all, where many believe Heaven and Earth meet, and it is the foremost of the Five Sacred Mountains.”
 
   “That is all well and good,” Wu said, “but if Duke Kang can’t even keep himself from being captured, then he has no right to rule.”
 
   Wen chuckled. “Yes, rulers should not be captured, especially dukes. Unfortunately for Duke Kang, that is precisely what happened to him when we sent in General Zhai Jue.”
 
   “It was a wise decision to agree to the request from House Tian for help,” Zhai said. “And one that will ensure the future friendship of Qi and Wei for some time.”
 
   “If the House of Tian is allowed to take over the leadership of Qi,” Liu said. “If not, then there’ll only be animosity between us.”
 
   “Not only us, but Zhou and Han as well,” Wen pointed out. “Don’t forget that Tai of House Tian requested help from each of us and that each of us sent in troops.”
 
   “The most important question in my mind is how King Weilie will feel about this recent development in Qi when he hears of it,” Liu said. “Will he agree with our decision to aid House Tian against an established ruler, seeing the necessity in such a move, or will it be frowned upon?”
 
   “As you’ve said, it’s been no surprise for the past eighty years that House Jiang has been losing ground to House Tian,” Zhai said. “King Weilie knows this as well as any of us, and shouldn’t be surprised that Duke Kang has finally fallen to such a low level.”
 
   The men fell silent then, each thinking of the consequences of General Zhai Jue’s actions in Qi, and what they could mean for Wei.
 
   “I think that’s enough history for one night,” Wu said after a few moments from where he was again lying down. “Would it be possible for us to all get some sleep now?”
 
   The others chuckled and nodded their heads and Liu reached for another log.
 
   “I think that would be a good idea,” he said with a smile as he threw the log onto the fire and watched it throw up a shower of sparks.
 
    
 
   THIRTEEN
 
   Zhai Huang was shaken awake. He slowly opened his eyes and then widened them in surprise, sitting up quickly.
 
   “Sire!” he said loudly, and immediately put his hand over his mouth as he looked around. “What is it?” he asked more quietly.
 
   “Nothing to be concerned about,” Wen replied casually as he kneeled beside Zhai. “I was just hoping that you would take a walk with me this morning, before we set off.”
 
   Zhai looked around again, certain that there had to be some other reason for Wen to wake him so early. The sun was barely beginning to show over the mountains to the east and the sky only held the faintest lines of orange surrounded by blackness.
 
   “If that’s your desire, Sire, then I’ll walk with you,” he said after a few moments, satisfied that there wasn’t a threat to their camp after all.
 
   Wen nodded and rose to his feet as Zhai shoved away the blanket he’d used and got up beside him. Their camp was quiet, the fire nothing more than faintly glowing embers. Liu and Wei were still asleep on the ground near each other while Wu was snoring slightly a short distance from them. Wen rose his arm to indicate the small path that led toward the river a short distance away and Zhai began moving in that direction. 
 
   They skirted the edge of the larger camp of men that had arrived later in the evening, and despite the early hour the smell of steaming rice and vegetables carried to them as they walked past. They neared a lone sentry on the far edge of the camp and the man tensed up at their approach before calling out for them to stop. When he saw that it was his Marquis he turned to head back to the camp before Wen stopped him, saying that he was just on an early morning stroll and didn’t need any protection. The man hesitated, but Wen’s piercing eyes stopped any argument before it began, and the two continued on.
 
   The flat expanse of land gave way the further they walked from the road and as they got closer to the river tall grasses and bushes began to appear, followed by large trees. They could hear the river well before they could see it, and it wasn’t until they were only a dozen yards from it that Zhai was able to make out the white swirls and eddies produced by the river’s waves. Wen walked right down to the bank and stood staring out across the mighty flow of water for several minutes without saying anything. Finally he spoke, breaking the silence of the morning.
 
   “Liu’s tale kept me awake for some time last night,” he said as he looked out at the river. “My mind was like this river, but instead of churning with water it was churning with thoughts; thoughts of the past and all that has happened in my life, and thoughts of the future, and all that will happen when I’m gone.”
 
   “That is still quite some time off,” Zhai said quickly, more to appease Wen than from any true belief in his statement. 
 
   “Zhai, we both know that I’m an old man and have been for many years. There won’t be much more that I’ll see in this life, and that’s why a meeting with King Weilie is so important to me.”
 
   “It’s something you’ve looked forward to for many years,” Zhai said.
 
   “That it has, that it has.” 
 
   Wen kneeled down and began prying a small stone from the wet ground, and Zhai kneeled down beside him, ready to listen to whatever his Marquis wanted to say.
 
   “All my life I’ve wanted formal recognition for Wei from the Zhou Kings. I’ve waited many years and seen many kings come and go: King Zhending, King Ai, King Si, King Kao, and now King Weilie. I don’t know that I’ll live long enough to see another King take the Zhou throne, and I don’t know that I want to.”
 
   “No man can know what Shangdi has in store for him,” Zhai said quietly. “You may yet see another king, perhaps even two.”
 
   “Five Kings I’ve seen in my lifetime, and not one of them has recognized Wei as being anything more than an upstart clan, just as Liu described them last night,” Wen continued, ignoring Zhai’s comment. “When my grandfather, Wei Xiangzi, joined with the other clans to defeat the Fan and Zhonghang clans, no recognition came from the Zhou Kings. When my own father, Wei Huanzi, joined together with Zhao and Han against Zhi, together winning the Battle of Jinyang, still there was no recognition from the Zhou Kings. I wonder sometimes, Zhai, what purpose the Zhou Kings have today in the Seven States when they continue to proclaim Jin as a legitimate state, a family that can barely hold two cities, while three clans have, in less than a century, risen to become three of the most powerful families in the Seven States.”
 
   “You never hear the Seven States referred to as the Five States,” Zhai said, “which they would be called if Jin was thought to have any power and Wei, Han, and Zhao none.”
 
   Wen shook his head. “But without King Weilie’s support it means nothing.”
 
   “I’m sure that support and recognition will come soon,” Zhai said. “He will choose one of the three, either Wei, Han, or Zhao, to bear the Jin mantle. One of those families will be chosen by King Weilie to represent the Jin State, just as his ancestor King Xi did more than three hundred years ago with the Ji Family of Quwo.”
 
   “And what if it is Marquis Lie of Zhao or Marquis Jing of Han that’s granted that distinction and not I?” Wen asked, turning to look at Zhai for the first time since they’d reached the river. “What will happen then to the fragile balance that has kept the Seven States from attacking one another for more than fifty years?”
 
   “Perhaps King Weilie will grant all three states the title of Jin,” Zhai said after a moment. “He desires peace as much as the rest of us, perhaps even more so since he’s close to death and wants an easy transition for his own son. By granting the title of Jin to Wei, Han, and Zhao he ensures that there are not two states left wanting and ready to fight because of it.”
 
   “Could three states share the title of Jin?” Wen asked as he stared out at the river. “Perhaps, at first, but not for long” he said after a few moments. “Marquis Jing and I are old men, and we’d be content with the title, but would Marquis Lie, and what of our sons? Younger men have more ambition, and one of them wouldn’t be satisfied to share a title with two others. He could go to war and take it all for himself, or possibly lose everything.”
 
   “I don’t see Wu doing that, Sire,” Zhai said, knowing that Wen was now speaking of the fears for his own son.
 
   “Oh, I don’t either,” Wen admitted, “but it’s hard to tell what Marquis Lie and Marquis Jing’s sons would do, or even his and our grandsons. We both know what Hui is capable of, and I can see him going to war with the other two states even if he was the sole Jin.”
 
   Zhai nodded. “There is no telling with that one.”
 
   Wen sighed and rose back up to his feet, putting his hand on Zhai’s shoulder. The Minister of War rose beside his marquis in silence as he stared out at the river.
 
   “I’ve seen so much in my lifetime,” Wen said after a few minutes. “Wei has risen to become one of the most powerful states in all the Seven States, even if we’re not even properly regarded as a state by King Weilie.” 
 
   He put his hand around Zhai, turned, and began walking down the river bank. 
 
   “Over the course of my fifty-year reign we’ve expanded the Wei borders, nearly doubling them with the conquests we’ve made against the tribes and the lesser states. Our military achievements, though significant, have also been matched by our domestic accomplishments. When I came to power most of the people could barely think further than the day confronting them, so concerned were they with just getting enough to eat. Our changes have pulled tens of thousands up out of poverty and given them more than they every could have imagined, but perhaps most importantly, they now have respect. The can hold their heads high when they travel their lands, and they can be proud to be of Wei.”
 
   “But we’ve not stopped with just military and domestic initiatives to satisfy our current problems and ambitions. We’ve thought far into the future, and trained men of talent, turning them into great engineers. Canals have been constructed from the rivers to our cities, creating a wealth of plenty for our people. Even as we speak, and with the sun not even fully up yet, I know that Ximen Bao is already urging his workers on to complete the Great Canal which will end all worries about food for generations.”
 
   He stopped and shook his head. “I’ve seen and created so much, Zhai, that I don’t want to see it all squandered when I’m gone.”
 
   “Your son knows this, Sire, and he would never do anything to shame your memory.”
 
   “But his son will, I know it,” Wen said, stopping to turn again to the river. “Hui will lose everything in his blind ambition. Oh, he might think that he’s doing the right thing, but I know that he’ll be the ruin of Wei.”
 
   “Hui is still young and headstrong,” Zhai said. “There’s no telling what changes will take place within him over the coming decades. Your son Wu is strong and still young. He will rule for many years after you’re gone, and Wei will flourish under his leadership. When it is time for Hui to assume the throne upon his own father’s death, I’m confident that he’ll be ready.”
 
   Wen turned back to Zhai. “You’ve been a good advisor to me for many years, Zhai, but you’ve also been a friend. Your words ease my worried mind, but I think they contain more hope than certainty.”
 
   “There can be no certainty where the future is concerned.”
 
   “No, there cannot.”
 
   They stood looking out at the river for several more minutes as the world lightened around them. Finally Zhai put his own arm around Wen’s shoulders.
 
   “Sire, let us get back on the road. The sudden capture of Duke Kang might be just the stimulus we need have that meeting with King Weilie and to finally be recognized as a state in our own right.”
 
   Wen turned to look at his friend and Zhai saw him smile for the first time that day.
 
   “You’re right, Zhai. Let’s make our way to the border and leave our worries of the future for another day.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   The terrain changed noticeably during their second day out from the capital. The mountains that had reared up all around them became less numerous and not quite so high. The border with Qi was little more than a day’s chariot ride from the eastern sea, and as they got closer to it the vegetation around them changed from the coniferous trees found inland to the more lush green vegetation of the coastal areas. Still, they were far from the coast, and the land continued to have a mountainous feel to it.
 
   They followed the Yellow River, the road running parallel to it for its entire length to the sea, and their journey was uneventful. They saw few people, peasants from surrounding villages mainly, and not a single chariot, only a few carts and wagons, and those mainly pulled by donkeys. 
 
   Their eight chariots caused little disruption to the surrounding area besides a few minutes of noise and a lingering cloud of dust. Most people didn’t stray far from their villages, and most of those were set far enough from the main road that there was little indication that the Marquis of Wei was passing through his lands.
 
   “We’ll reach the city of Wei in another hour or so,” Zhai yelled loudly so as to be heard above the constant rumble of the chariot. “Do you wish to stop?”
 
   Wen had allowed Zhai to steer the chariot that morning, for he wanted to be free from all distractions, letting his mind roam over the possibilities of the coming meeting with General Zhai Jue and the myriad opportunities it held for the future of Wei. 
 
   “Sire?” Zhai yelled more loudly, rubbing his shoulder up against Wen so that he’d notice.
 
   Wen shook his head. “No, let us keep moving. Any stop there would only cause the local magistrate to insist upon a banquet of some sort, and I’m in no mood to delay the meeting with General Zhai Jue.”
 
   Zhai nodded and cracked the reins across the horses back in answer, giving the chariot an additional short burst of speed.
 
   The hour passed quickly and with it the city of Wei on their left. The walled city was large, with a population of more than fifty thousand, and the road became much busier long before they saw the great stone and mortar walls that loomed up on the horizon when they were still a few miles distant. Zhai cracked the reins hard and passed the slow carts and wagons quickly, and after only a few minutes they were completely past the city. If anyone had spotted Marquis Wen in the lead chariot they’d given no indication, and the eight chariots continued on toward the Qi border.
 
   There was little opportunity to talk while riding in a chariot, for the noise was just too great. Marquis Wen used the time to think, mainly about what reaction King Weilie would have when the news inevitably reached him, and also what Marquis’ Lie and Jing would think when they arrived at the border that day or the next.
 
   It’d been only three months before, just around the time that Ximen Bao had been sent to Zhongshan to begin diverting the Fan River, when Tai Tian had requested an audience with Marquis’ Wen, Lie, and Jing in the Zhao capital city of Handan. The fact that Handan had been chosen as the meeting place alerted Wen immediately that the message wasn’t the first that had been sent, and that Lie had been the first to be contacted by Tai with the request for an audience. Perhaps Lie’s youth had been the reason he’d been hesitant to throw his support behind Tai alone. Or maybe Tai had wanted the help of all three states, but had just felt the most comfortable going to Zhao first with the proposal. Whatever the reason, Wen had agreed to the meeting, curious as to its intent, although well aware that Tai was most likely ready to make the final push against Duke Kang.
 
   It was no surprise, really. Tai Tian was still a young man, and therefore had a young man’s ambition. Duke Kang had inherited the tenuous throne from his father, Duke Xuan, when he’d died just a few years before. Duke Xuan had been a strong ruler, although he was able to do little more than keep the small area that House Jiang controlled. Still, that was an accomplishment, considering that House Tian controlled the majority of Qi. Wen had suspected that Tai felt confident going against Duke Kang, a ruler who was still young and inexperienced, and therefore easier to topple. 
 
   Wen arrived in Handan and had immediately been impressed with Tai. The man was older than Wen had suspected he would be, but he’d been confident, and Wen remembered distinctly how Tai had held his head high, as a ruler should. 
 
   During the meeting with the three Marquis’, Tai had outlined how, with the help of a small company of troops to augment his own forces, he could make the final push against Duke Kang and end House Jiang’s six hundred year-long reign of Qi. Something in the man’s bearing and the way he’d been so sure of himself had impressed not only Wen but Lie and Jing as well. They’d agreed to send a small company of troops, no more than a thousand from each state, to aid Tai in his efforts. In exchange, Tai had promised that he’d be a friend to the three rulers, something each was happy to hear. Chu, although quiet now for more than fifty yeas, still loomed up large and menacing in their minds, and Han and Wei, both of which shared a common border with Chu, were glad to have a friend to help against any sudden moves by the giant to their south.
 
   No talk had been given over to the fate of Duke Kang, his heirs, and the future fate of House Jiang. Wen realized now that it’d been folly to not plan for anything concerning the ruler, but Tai had been so confident in his assessment of victory over the Duke that each had at the time assumed that Duke Kang would be killed in the hostilities to come. Now, as Wen thundered down the road toward Qi, he realized the mistake that Tai’s confidence had created, and which his own general had helped bring about.
 
   But the possibilities that the situation had brought about, and not just the problems, were to be considered, Wen thought to himself. There was a good chance, with Duke Kang still alive and in captivity, that he’d want to bargain for his release. And what would he be willing to give for that release? Wen thought. Just about anything, most likely. It was no secret that Duke Kang’s father, Duke Xuan, had been close to King Weilie of Zhou. Perhaps some of that closeness had transferred to concern for Xuan’s son. If so, there could be a chance that the three Marquis’ could use Duke Kang to get from King Weilie what they wanted, or specifically what Wen wanted: recognition finally that Wei, Han, and Zhao were the rightful inheritors of the Jin title. 
 
   Wen smiled to himself for the first time that day. Perhaps General Zhai Jue wasn’t so foolish in capturing Duke Kang after all. Perhaps by not letting him die in battle the General had opened up even greater possibilities, possibilities which would come to Wei first, before Han and Zhao even knew of them. As it was, Wen suspected that the messages from Anyi had barely reached Handan and Yangzhai yet. If that was the case, both Lie and Jing would still be another day in coming to the Qi border. That would give Wen enough time to negotiate with Duke Kang himself, as well as with Tai Tian. Wen’s mind churned with the possibilities that the events of the past day had suddenly thrown his way. If everything could be handled correctly, Duke Kang’s captivity might just prove to be the greatest thing to occur for Wen in a month of great occurrences.
 
   Wen smiled to himself for the second time that day and prodded Zhai to crack the reins again, driving the chariot on faster. He wanted to get to Duke Kang as quickly as possible; for the Duke, he now began to realize, might just be the one person that would finally be able to bring about what Wen had been striving toward for his entire reign: the formal recognition of Wei as one of the Three Jins.
 
    
 
   FOURTEEN
 
   “They’ve come,” a man said from the doorway.
 
   General Zhai Jue stopped writing and raised his head. His chief lieutenant was standing in the doorway with an expectant look on his face.
 
   “Very well,” the General said as he stood from the desk. 
 
   He stretched his arms above his head, for he’d been sitting in the same position for several hours now, and his whole body seemed to ache. It wasn’t the kind of ache that a soldier should feel, but then again, Zhai Jue wasn’t a soldier any longer – he was a general. There was quite a difference, as he’d come to realize over the few years that he’d held the position. For one thing, a common soldier didn’t have to sit at a table filling out reports, reading and writing correspondence most of the day. A common soldier did the fighting, and when there wasn’t much of that he did the waiting, by far the most tedious task of military life, or so Zhai Jue had thought until he’d left it behind.
 
   “Their chariot is coming down the road now,” the lieutenant added as Zhai Jue moved toward the doorway. “They’ve eight chariots, and we can see Marquis Wen, Minister of War Zhai Huang, and Prince Wu among them.”
 
   Zhai Jue nodded and stepped past the man and into the small hallway that led to the stairs. His boots clicked audibly as he moved down the wooden floor to the stairs and within a few moments he was down them and out into the open courtyard outside the small grouping of buildings that he’d chosen as the designated meeting place a few days earlier. A few more quick strides brought him to the two soldiers flanking the opened-gate of the compound’s wall and out onto the dusty road that stretched back to the city of Wei in one direction and onward to the Qi border in the other.
 
   It was not yet midday and the general was forced to raise his arm up to block the sun from his eyes as he peered down the road at the growing cloud of dust being thrown up in the wake of the chariots fast approaching. They were still far enough away that he couldn’t make out any of the people, although he was fairly certain that Marquis Wen would be in the lead chariot, perhaps driving it himself.
 
   Zhai Jue smiled slightly as he thought of his Marquis. Wen had appointed him a general following a successful campaign against the Rong Tribes three years earlier. There’d been nothing too spectacular about the campaign, one which took place far from the Wei border and closer to the lands of Qin, but one that also kept the Rong Tribes occupied and thus unable to distract the larger Wei Army which was then planning the attacks into the Xihe areas of Qin under General Wu Qi.
 
   Zhai Jue had been serving under General Wu Qi when he’d been called to Anyi for an audience with Marquis Wen. Zhai still remembered how nervous he’d felt to be in the presence of Wen, a man that’d ruled Wei since his own father had been a common soldier at Jinyang, a battle that Wen had himself fought in. The meeting had been short, so much so that it was over before Zhai even fully realized it’d begun. Wen had asked him how he liked serving under General Wu Qi, to which Zhai answered that it was an honor. Then Wen asked what he thought of the Rong Tribes, to which Zhai said they were a menace and a distraction. Wen had nodded, told Zhai that he was now a general, and that he’d be sent north to deal with those tribes. Zhai had bowed and then been unceremoniously ushered from the hall, the palace, and then Anyi, to where a small army of several thousand men awaited him, each ready to march north.
 
   Zhai smiled again at the recollection of his only meeting with Marquis Wen. It had been simple, brief, and to the point, and Zhai had taken a lesson from it, dealing with his own subordinates in the same fashion from that day on. The campaign against the Rong Tribes had proven short and quite easy, and Zhai had been ordered to continue south into the Xihe area of Qin, where he’d been fighting until three months before when Marquis Wen, this time through a message, had sent him on another special assignment to aid Tai Tian in his fight against Duke Kang of Qi.
 
   Never one to be concerned much for the political ramifications of military action, Zhai had simply shrugged at the orders, selected the best men from his ranks to make up the thousand-man force that Wen had ordered, and marched southeast toward Qi. He didn’t know much about House Tian and House Jiang, other than that they’d been fighting one another for control of Qi longer than he’d been alive. What had come as a surprise, however, was that Zhai would be working in conjunction with Han and Zhao forces. He’d never worked with commanders from other states before, although quite a large portion of his own army had been made up of soldiers who hailed from other states. Again, Zhai shrugged and thought little of it, and found to his satisfaction that the two generals he met upon arriving in Qi were of the same opinion. 
 
   What had proven most troublesome, however, were not his co-commanders, but the man that they’d been sent to help. Tai Tian was as headstrong as they came, a born leader with no one to lead. Three severe years of flooding more than two decades before, followed by three more years of severe drought, had led to large scale famine in Qi and the population had been reduced by almost half. Grain imports from other states coupled with a few good years of weather had brought the state back, but there was still a shortage of able-bodied men to fight, so Tai was faced with the reality of asking for assistance from Wei, Han, and Zhao. 
 
   Convinced as he was that a final push against the equally pressed-for-men forces of Duke Kang would be what he needed, he’d swallowed his pride and asked for help. For whatever reasons, probably future political favors that Zhai didn’t even want to begin to consider, the three states had agreed, and within a few months the allied forces of Wei, Han, and Zhao, together with the small force of House Tian, had cornered Duke Kang’s forces on a narrow plain outside of the Jiang controlled capital of Linzi. Cut-off without any way to get back to his capital other than fighting through the allied army in front of him, Duke Kang did just that, and suffered a devastating defeat. While his army was being massacred on the field, Duke Kang had tried to slip around the fighting in order to make his way back to Linzi. A small company of General Zhai Jue’s men had seen the escape attempt, however, and they’d quickly made short work of the hundred men escorting the fleeing ruler, capturing Duke Kang in the process. General Zhai had been notified immediately from where he‘d been overseeing the battle, and he’d quickly rushed to where the captured duke was being held.
 
   For a man that had prided himself on remaining neutral throughout the many political campaigns he’d served in, General Zhai Jue now found himself knee-deep in political mire. The smart thing to do, he’d told himself, would be to kill Duke Kang right then and there, handing the State of Qi over to Tai Tian. Another option had been to hand Duke Kang over to Tai Tian and let the man do the killing himself. Something had pulled at General Zhai Jue, however, a nagging feeling in the back of his mind that he’d never felt before, and couldn’t quite explain. The feeling caused him to order the men that’d captured the duke to spirit him away from the battle and toward the border with Wei. He wasn’t quite sure why he’d told the men to do that, and he quickly came to regret the decision afterward. Still, the decision had been made, and instead of telling his co-commanders and Tai Tian, he’d sent a message off to Marquis Wen in Anyi, telling him of what had occurred.
 
   That had been just two days before, and now Marquis Wen was fully in view, just a few hundred yards away, his chariot thundering down the road to meet with Zhai Jue for the second time, and, Zhai thought with a gulp, possibly the last.
 
   Wen saw a man standing outside the small compound and knew before he could even make out the man’s features that it was General Zhai Jue. Wen had only met the man once, and that no more than a few minutes years before, but he’d grown happy with his choice to elevate him to general. Zhai Jue had served him well in the various battles in the north, and again in the fighting within Qi. Whatever had possessed the man to capture Duke Kang, however, Wen did not know, and he doubted that Zhai Jue did either. Still, what Wen had first thought a disastrous turn of events had come to seem more beneficial the more he’d thought on it.
 
   Zhai Huang steered the chariot down the final bend in the road and along the last hundred yards to where the road turned off to the small compound. He pulled up on the reins and within a few minutes they’d come to a complete stop, their first since setting out that morning.
 
   Wen stayed standing in the chariot as the cloud of dust from their wake drifted over them, obscuring their view, although his eyes were locked firmly on General Zhai Jue, who stood stock-still in front of the gate to the compound. After a few moments, when all seven chariots behind them had come to a stop and the dust had lessened, General Zhai Jue came into view. The man looked much as Wen remembered him, his long black hair tied into a neat top-knot atop his head, his beard and mustache trimmed neatly before flowing down his face and to his chest. The general chose to wear the simple robes that all soldiers wore, and there wasn’t a sign of ostentation about him. Wen stepped off the chariot and as he did so General Zhai Jue moved from his position and came forward.
 
   “Marquis Wen, I’m honored that you’ve chosen to come at my request,” General Zhai said with a bow when he reached Wen.
 
   “The contents of your message were of such importance that I had little choice,” Wen replied as he stared into the small eyes of Zhai. 
 
   General Zhai nodded. “I wish things could have turned out differently, with a death on the field perhaps, but alas, they did not. I hope that you’re not too dissatisfied with my choice in the matter.”
 
   Wen shook his head. “Alarmed at first, but the more I’ve thought upon it, the more I’ve come to realize that the capture of Duke Kang will aid us more than it hurts us.”
 
   General Zhai bowed his head. “Your words come as a great relief, Sire.”
 
   “Is the Duke here?” Zhai Huang asked as he came up beside Wen.
 
   General Zhai nodded. “We have him secured in a room inside. He’s been treated well, according to his station.”
 
   “And Tai Tian and the other generals?” Wen asked. “Where are they?”
 
   “Still outside of Linzi, as far as I know,” General Zhai answered. “I and a small force fled from the battlefield and came here as quickly as we could when Duke Kang was captured.”
 
   “You told no one that you had Duke Kang, or where you’d be going?” Zhai Huang asked.
 
   General Zhai shook his head. “No one.”
 
   “Well, they know now,” Wen said. “When I received your message yesterday morning I immediately ordered messages sent to Marquis Lie and Marquis Jing to meet us here. I’ve no doubt they’ve sent messages off to their own generals by now ordering them to make all haste to this location. Tai Tian, too, I suspect will be on his way.”
 
   General Zhai nodded. “You’re wiser than I in such affairs, Sire. I’ve tried to avoid all matters concerning politics during my career, although I’ve seemed to have stumbled right into them this time.”
 
   “That you have, General!” Wen said with a laugh. “That you have.” He walked forward and clasped General Zhai on the shoulder and turned him about so that they were facing the compound. 
 
   “Now, General Zhai Jue, why don’t you show me to our illustrious political prisoner? I’m afraid you’re going to be given a crash course in political maneuvering over the next few days.”
 
   Zhai Jue nodded as he and Marquis Wen began walking through the gate, not at all sure if he was happy with what he was hearing.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Duke Kang’s eyes shot up as heard footsteps from the hallway, then a key turn in the door’s lock. He straightened himself up in the room’s lone chair, stuck out his chest, and threw back his head. Whether it was the guards bringing him food or Zhai Jue calling once again with his bothersome check-ins, Kang meant to be defiant.
 
   The lock finished its turn and the door swung open. The proud look upon Kang’s face vanished and was replaced by one of surprise as Marquis Wen of Wei stepped into the room.
 
   “Duke Kang, I’m honored to meet with you once again, although I sincerely wish that it could have been under better circumstances.”
 
   Marquis Wen stood staring at Duke Kang, a slight smile on his face, his arms folded across his chest and into his robes. Kang blinked a few times and then stood from the chair.
 
   “Marquis Wen, I demand to be released from this unwarranted captivity which your general has placed me into!”
 
   Wen simply shook his head, the same slight smile still upon his face.
 
   “I’m sorry, Kang, but I simply cannot do that at this time. However, if you cooperate with me, then I’m sure we’ll have you back in Linzi in no time at all.”
 
   Kang’s brows furrowed and he took a step back, placing his hand on the backrest of the chair.
 
   “Cooperate with you? There is no reason why you should even be in Qi in the first place. Once King Weilie hears of this he’ll–”
 
   Kang was cutoff by Wen’s upraised hand.
 
   
  
 

“I fully intend to inform King Weilie of what has occurred, or rather, you will yourself.”
 
   Completely taken by surprise, Kang couldn’t help his mouth falling open.
 
   “Well, that is…good then,” he managed to stammer.
 
   Wen smiled a bit more. “Both Marquis Lie of Zhao and Marquis Jing of Han are proceeding to this location as we speak. Tai of House Tian will also be arriving shortly. Together we’ll sit down and come to a reasonable solution to the problems which have plagued House Jiang for more than a century.”
 
   The defiance returned to Kang upon hearing Tai Tian’s name. 
 
   “I’ll not sit down with that traitor!” he said. “There’ll be no negotiation with House Tian as far as I’m concerned.”
 
   Wen shook his head. “You were defeated on the battlefield by Tai’s forces. If it wasn’t for your failed attempt to flee, you’d be dead and not standing here right now.”
 
   “If it wasn’t for your meddling in affairs which are no concern of yours then I would have won that battle,” Kang said.
 
   “Tai Tian requested assistance from Marquis Lie, Marquis Jing, and I nearly a year ago,” Wen lied. “That request could just have easily been asked by you, and then perhaps it would’ve been Tai standing in this room and not you.”
 
   “What happens in Qi should be decided by those living in Qi,” Kang pressed, “not players with nothing at stake in the conflict.”
 
   “Oh, but I do have something at stake in the conflict,” Wen said. 
 
   Kang narrowed his eyes at that remark as Wen paused, but he said nothing. 
 
   “The future of the State of Wei is tightly wrapped up in what occurs here in Qi,” Wen continued, “and your capture has ensured that that can be a very bright future indeed.”
 
   “I don’t think I understand,” Kang said after a few moments.
 
   “Whether you continue to rule Qi or whether Tai Tian does is really of no concern to me,” Wen explained, “and I think that both Marquis Lie and Marquis Jing feel the same way. What all three of us do care about, however, is our standing within the Seven States.” 
 
   Wen moved over to the small window which looked down upon the road leading to the Qi border. He looked out for a few moments, and then looked down at the floor before turning to face Kang once again. 
 
   “I want you to meet with King Weilie, and you can air all your grievances against House Tian during that meeting, but first I want you to do one thing for me.”
 
   Kang stared back at Wei, at a loss for words.
 
   “I want you to tell King Weilie that you think it is time Wei, Han, and Zhao are declared the Three Jins.”
 
   Kang threw his head back and laughed out loud despite himself, looked back at Wen and sobered, then laughed once again as he shook his head.
 
   “So that is what this is all about? You still lust after that title after all these years.” Kang shook his head again and moved toward Wen and the window. “And what makes you think that King Weilie will listen to me on such a matter?”
 
   “You and King Weilie have had a good relationship, not as good as your father had, but you certainly see him more often than many other rulers of the Seven States.”
 
   Kang scoffed and stared out the window. “Little good it has done me. Not once has he sent troops to aid me in my struggles here at home.”
 
   Wen put his hand on Kang’s arm, drawing the man’s attention from the window to him once again. 
 
   “The battle that brought you here could easily have gone the other had my soldiers given the word,” Wen said. “I can suddenly decide to support you over Tai Tian, and also ensure that Marquis Lie and Jing do the same.”
 
   “So you’re saying that in return for my endorsement of you three to King Weilie you’ll switch sides and fight against House Tian?” Kang asked skeptically.
 
   Wen nodded. “We can guarantee that the threat from House Tian is finally ended.”
 
   Kang brushed off Wen’s hand and moved away from the window. He stood staring down at the floor for several moments on the opposite side of the room before turning back to face the marquis.
 
   “And how do I know that I can trust you?” he asked. “Already you’ve gone against me, what assurances do I have that you’ll not do so again once I meet with King Weilie?”
 
   “I’ve always felt that actions speak louder than words,” Wen said. “Once the meeting with King Weilie has concluded the troops that Lie, Jing, and I sent to aid Tai Tian will then be used to aid you. If you like, we can easily arrange for more to be sent, ending all threats to House Jiang entirely.”
 
   Kang looked back down at the floor for a moment then back at Wen. 
 
   “I’d like some time to think about this,” he said, and Wen nodded. 
 
   “And I’d also like some better accommodations and a chance to meet with the advisors captured alongside me,” Kang added.
 
   Wen nodded. “That can easily be arranged, and I’ll give you until Marquis Lie and Marquis Jing arrive from Han and Zhao to think it over. But I’ll have you know that I want word sent off to King Weilie in Luoyang as soon as possible.”
 
   “I understand,” Kang said.
 
   Wen nodded. “Very well, then I’ll arrange for you to be moved to better quarters and for your advisors to join you.”
 
   Kang nodded and Wen moved toward the door.
 
   “Marquis Wen,” Kang said suddenly.
 
   Wen stopped and turned back to face the unfortunate Duke. “Yes?”
 
   Kang stared at Wen for a few moments as if searching for the right words to say before finally speaking. 
 
   “The fate that has befallen me and the State of Qi can just as easily befall you and the State of Wei,” he said. “Power can be a perilous thing, and no one expects that they’ll one day lose it. You’d do well to remember that, Wen, for perhaps one day you or one that follows you will be in a situation similar to the one I find myself in now.”
 
   Wen stared back at Kang for several moments before nodding and leaving the room.
 
            * * * *
 
   Later that night the generals from Han and Zhao arrived at the small compound, each with a small contingency of troops. General Zhai Jue went out to meet them, and it was obvious right off that both were angry at being informed by messages from their respective marquis’ of the capture of Duke Kang and not from General Zhai Jue himself. Zhai tried to calm them as much as possible, explaining that things had occurred so quickly during the battle and stressing that the capture of Duke Kang had not in any way been planned. Neither men’s anger was lessened, but they had been ordered to the small border town and told to await the arrival of their marquis’, which was expected within a day or two, and to do nothing more.
 
   Wen had just chuckled when he’d been informed of the generals’ arrival, glad that he didn’t’ have to deal with the two men. He’d chosen a small room in the compound and awaited the arrival of Lie and Jing as patiently as he could.
 
   “He’ll say nothing of his decision?” Wu asked again for what seemed the tenth time since he’d joined his father in the small room.
 
   Wen shook his head once again. “He says that he wants to wait until both Lie and Jing have arrived before making his intentions known.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Zhai Huang said. “But I’m sure there can be no doubt as to the possible outcome.”
 
   Wen nodded. “He really has no choice. Either he goes along with us or he dies at the hands of Tai Tian.”
 
   “You’ll really turn him over to House Tian?” Liu asked.
 
   Wen shook his head. “It won’t come to that, I know. Duke Kang is not stupid; he sees the logic in my proposal. I’m giving him the chance to end a century of war within Qi if he simply comes along with me to Luoyang and tells King Weilie to elevate my status.”
 
   “And the status of two others as well,” Wu was quick to point out.
 
   Wen waved his hand to dismiss the comment. “It’s better to have all three of us at the same level than to have two looking on in jealousy.”
 
   “That would turn two allies into two enemies very quickly,” Zhai Huang pointed out.
 
   “And if King Weilie doesn’t follow Duke Kang’s suggestion, then what?” Liu asked. “Are all deals with Duke Kang concerning House Jiang’s safety then cancelled?”
 
   “And what of Tai Tian?” Wu added. “We’ve given our word to help him, and have done so. Can we so easily turn our back to him without consequences in the future?”
 
   Wen nodded at both men’s word. “There are many questions surrounding these recent events, and I don’t have all the answers. I’ve tried to take a situation that sounded bad for us a day ago and turn it into one that’s beneficial. So far I think that I’ve succeeded quite well, but there are many things that are still out of my hands.”
 
   “Tai Tian will arrive tonight or tomorrow,” Zhai Huang said. “He’ll not be happy to learn that we’re now negotiating with Kang.”
 
   “No, I expect he won’t,” Wen said.
 
   “You don’t fear what he’ll do when he finds out?” Zhai asked.
 
   Wen shook his head. “House Tian and House Jiang both have been so weakened by their continual fighting that they can really be no threat to anyone but themselves anymore. If it wasn’t for King Weilie’s known friendship with Duke Kang then I’m sure Qi would have fallen some time ago.”
 
   “And yet we’ve chosen to go against Duke Kang,” Liu pointed out.
 
   Wen nodded. “I’ve always felt that King Weilie’s friendship was stronger with Duke Xuan than it is with his son.”
 
   “That’s quite the assumption to pin Wei’s fate upon,” Wu said.
 
   Wen stared back at his son. “When you take power you’ll have to make similar choices, Wu. Many times you’ll find that both choices in a matter are equally bad, but a choice must be made nonetheless. That is what a strong leader does.”
 
   Wu nodded and said nothing and the room fell quiet as the men sipped their tea. In reality Wen knew that Tai Tian would be very angry when he learned what Wen had offered to Duke Kang. What was of more interest to him, however, was how Lie and Jing would feel about his decision. One or both could disagree and throw their continued support behind Tai, hoping that he’d defeat Kang once and for all, giving them a further base of power in the newly led state of Qi. Wen doubted it would come to that, however. Both men, even Lie who was still inexperienced in leadership, would realize that it be unwise to split their newly formed alliance because of a minor family’s lust for power. Both would surely recognize, as Wen had earlier that day, that their true desires lay not with Tai Tian but with Duke Kang and what he could do for them. While there was no way to know how King Weilie would react to the news of one of his longtime friend’s son’s capture, there was a better than average chance that he’d do something to ensure a good outcome for the man. And that good outcome would directly trickle down to Wei, Han, and Zhao. 
 
   “It grows late, and there’s no telling when Lie and Jing will arrive tomorrow,” Wen said after several minutes had passed. “Let us get what sleep we can. I feel that tomorrow will be eventful in many ways, and the day could very well end with us on the road to Luoyang.”
 
   “Let us hope so,” Zhai Huang said as he got up from his chair and headed for the door.
 
   The men rose and followed the Minister of War, each giving a final bow to Wen before leaving. Wen, despite his talk of the need for sleep, sat up thinking of the many possibilities that the next day could bring, finally retiring for the night just a few hours before the sun was due to rise once again.
 
    
 
   FIFTEEN
 
   It was already unusually warm when the sun began to rise the next morning, the day promising to be hot. The compound was astir with activity well before the first faint rays began to show over the eastern mountains, the many sentries, men from Wei, Han, and Zhao, moving about to secure their respective areas. 
 
   Despite his late night, Wen was up with the sunrise and out of his room as the first light began to fill the sky. He stood on the small wall overlooking the entrance to the compound and stared out at the road leading to the west, as if willing both Marquis’ Lie and Jing to arrive. Neither appeared, but he stood there regardless, and was still standing there an hour later when Zhai Jue came up beside him.
 
   “Sire, can I get you anything to eat? A cup of tea, perhaps?”
 
   Wen shook his head and continued to stare out at the road. “No, nothing just now, General.”
 
   Zhai nodded but remained at Wen’s side. Several moments passed before he spoke again.
 
   “Sire, I know of your plans to support Duke Kang over Tai Tian,” he said slowly.
 
   “Oh?” Wen said, turning back to look at him for the first time since he’d appeared. While Wen had relayed nothing to the General of what he’d decided, he wasn’t surprised that the man had learned of the plans. Zhai Jue, while giving all outward appearances of not being too bright, was a resourceful man, one that relied heavily on his men to deliver all types of information to him.
 
   Zhai nodded. “I’m worried what will happen when Tai arrives this morning and learns of your plans.” He paused, waiting for Wen to meet his eyes. “There could be fighting, Sire.”
 
   Wen shook his head at that. “I don’t think that’s likely, Zhai. While it’s true that we don’t have that many men here, no more than a few dozen, Tai will have even less. No,” he continued as he turned back to look out at the road, “I don’t think we have to worry about Tai Tian too much more.”
 
   “And what of the remaining men still in the field around Linzi?” Zhai asked. “Should I have them recalled back to Wei?”
 
   “Let us wait until the meeting with Marquis’ Lie and Jing,” Wen said. “If all goes well and they decide to switch their support to Kang like I have, then we’ll most likely be battling against House Tian and those troops will still be needed.”
 
   “Very well, Sire. I will leave you to your thoughts,” Zhai said as he gave an unseen bow and moved away.
 
   Wen continued to stare out at the road, but he was looking in the wrong direction. As General Zhai had surmised, the first group of chariots to approach that morning came not from the west, but from the east, and they were driven not by friends, but by soon-to-be enemies.
 
   Wen heard the commotion down in the compound before he heard the thundering of the chariots, and it was when he turned to look behind him at what all the noise was about that he saw the tell-tale cloud of dust that could only be created in a chariot’s wake.
 
   He began moving along the wall toward the narrow set of stairs but was stopped suddenly by Wu coming up.
 
   “Tai Tian will be here in moments,” Wu said, his eyes boring accusingly into Wen. “What will you do?”
 
   Wen pushed past his son and started down the stairs.
 
   “I’ll meet with him and explain the situation,” Wen called back behind him, annoyed at the worries his son obviously felt.
 
   Soldiers rushed about the compound as if expecting an attack, and Wen chuckled as he moved toward the gate, thinking it odd that the atmosphere of the place was heavy with the foreboding of enemies approaching and not that of friends. Wen stepped out of the compound’s gateway just as the lead chariot pulled to a stop, the cloud of dust floating up behind it to obscure all view of who’d arrived. Several men began coughing, but Wen just stood still, his arms behind his back, as he waited for Tai Tian to approach. After a few moments a shape began to swirl forth from the dust and Wen saw that it was indeed Tai.
 
   “Marquis Wen, it’s an honor to see you here!” Tai said as he walked toward Wen. 
 
   Several guards near Wen reached for their swords, but Wen did nothing and Tai stopped a few feet in front of him to bow. 
 
   “I’m honored that you’ve chosen to be here,” Tai said. “I’ve heard your men have captured Duke Kang, although why they rushed him back across the border is beyond me.”
 
   Tai took off the gloves he’d been wearing and used them to slap the dust from his brown robes. The man before Wen was old beyond his years and many deep lines and wrinkles etched his face, no doubt earned through years of worry and struggle against the ruling House of Jiang. His hair was short and messy, balding on top, and his beard and mustache were much the same. Still, his eyes were confident and he held his head high.
 
   “General Zhai Jue was unsure of what to do when Duke Kang fell into his hands,” Wen said. “His first inclination was to rush him back to Anyi, but when he’d regained his senses he stopped at the first place he could and sent a message off to me. Now here I stand before you, ready to remedy the situation.”
 
   “We can remedy it right quick if you’d present Kang to me,” Tai said as he patted the sword that hung from his waist. “I’ve been waiting to meet face-to-face with Kang again for many years.”
 
   “I’ve no doubt that you have,” Wen replied, “and you shall get your wish, of meeting him today, but there shall be no more bloodshed.”
 
   Tai narrowed his eyes and stared back at Wen. “What do you mean by that? We had a deal that you’d help me defeat Kang and in return I would support you.”
 
   “It is correct that the deal was between you and I, but Marquis’ Lie and Jing were also a party to it,” Wen said. “Both are on their way here now, and should arrive sometime this morning.”
 
    “You’ve made a deal with Kang, haven’t you,” Tai said accusingly, his eyes growing large as his hand gripped firmly onto the pommel of his sword.
 
   The guards around Wen tensed and reached for their own swords, causing Tai’s men, who’d by this time gathered around their leader, to reach for theirs. No swords were drawn, but several tense moments passed in silence as the two groups of men stared at one another, each waiting for a cue from their leader as to which way to act.
 
   Wen remained unperturbed by the show and kept his hands behind his back as he stared at Tai. “I’ve made no deals with Duke Kang. Right now we’re simply waiting for Marquis’ Lie and Jing to arrive so that we can all three jointly agree on the best outcome of this situation.”
 
   Tai stared daggers at Wen for another few moments before he removed his hand from his sword. Immediately the men around him and Wen relaxed, the sudden standoff ended.
 
   “I’ll remind you that we had a deal, Wen,” Tai said through gritted teeth.
 
   “We had a deal to help you defeat Duke Kang,” Wen shot back, “and that we’ve done. Duke Kang sits here now in captivity. But instead of rushing to Linzi and taking the last bastions of his power and the heir that will succeed him, you chose to ride here to kill the man.” Wen narrowed his own eyes and tilted his head at Tai. “I have to seriously question the motives of such a man when that decision is made. Is he seeking to secure a seat of power, or simply on a blind quest for vengeance?”
 
   “Are you saying I’m not fit to rule?” Tai said angrily, his hand again moving toward his sword hilt. “For if you are, then perhaps we should-”
 
   Tai’s words were cut off as a guard atop the compound’s walls cried out.
 
   “There!” the man pointed, drawing all eyes upward to him. “Chariots approaching from the west, dozens of them.”
 
   Tai and the men around him turned around to look at the road behind them, where already a faint cloud of dust could be seen in the distance, its size growing larger with each passing moment.
 
   “It would appear that Marquis’ Lie and Jing have arrived,” Wen said loudly, the sound of the approaching chariots already audible in the distance.
 
   Tai turned his head to regard Wen but said nothing, and after a moment he moved away to be closer to his own men, whom he began talking to in a hushed voice, as hushed as it could be with dozens of chariots bearing down on them.
 
   Zhai Huang moved up to stand next to Wen.
 
   “Marquis Lie,” Wen said without taking his eyes from the chariots in the distance.
 
   “And possibly Marquis Jing as well, with the number of chariots,” Zhai said.
 
   Both men stood by in silence for several minutes as they watched the chariots approach. The cloud of dust grew larger and larger and Wen knew that the guard had misspoke. There were more than a dozen chariots approaching, most likely two-to-three times that number. A slight tremble could be felt under their feet, and the chariots were still several hundred yards distant, although the thunder of their wheels boomed loudly, and each man, even Wen, felt a swelling amount of pounding fear build in their chests at the force coming toward them.
 
   Zhai raised his arm and pointed. “That’s Lie riding in the first chariot.”
 
   Wen nodded as he caught sight of the man. Marquis Lie of Zhao appeared different from most rulers in that he chose to cut his hair short, although the long beard and mustache that framed his large nose and small mouth were the envy of many in the Seven States. As usual, he was attired in bright blue robes that seemed to flow over his body, although the blue was barely discernable with the dust coating it. 
 
   Next to him on the chariot was a man that Wen assumed to be an advisor, perhaps even his Minister of War. Lie had had many advisors over the years, for his father’s death had come when he was but a boy. That boy had managed to survive with his advisors aid, and Wen knew that he’d grown to become a capable ruler.
 
   “Looks like more than a dozen chariots,” Zhai said, and Wen nodded.
 
   “They’ve never quite had the forces that we do, but they do like to show off what they do have” the Minister of War added as he looked at the Zhao chariots. “Lie seems more interested in showing off his power than using it to subdue the many smaller states.”
 
   “They’re more particular in their ambitions, choosing to go after targets closer to home,” Wen said. “I don’t think they’d have had the gall to cross a neighboring state’s borders to go after an enemy.”
 
   “Zhongshan lies right next to them,” Zhai said. “They could’ve conquered that state years ago, I don’t know why they didn’t.”
 
   “He’s not made from the same stuff as his great-grandfather, Zhao Xiangzi,” Wen said as he watched Marquis Lie approach. “I doubt that Lie would ever have said no to Zhi Xiangzi, throwing his capital into a three-year siege.”
 
   Both men fell silent as the final approach of the chariots drowned out all chance for conversation 
 
   Wen thought about his recent deal with Lie and their previous relationship. The two had never really known one another before Lie had summoned him to Handan to discuss the proposal by Tai Tian. Wen had had much better relations with Lie’s father, Marquis Xian. Xian had been the younger brother of Zhao Xiangzi, the man unfortunate enough to anger Zhi Xiangzi and bring about the Battle of Jinyang, and the subsequent fall of Zhi and rise of Wei, Han, and Zhao to the status of the Three Jins. The two men had gotten to know one another quite well over the years, and Wen would even admit that they were very nearly friends, and not just rivals. Nine years, before, however, Xian had died, leaving his then ten year old son to rule. The boy had been surrounded by advisors for years and Wen had not seen him once in that time. Now, at the age of twenty, the boy seemed to come into his own as a man, and would no doubt rule for many years.
 
   Another minute passed and nothing could be heard but the thundering rumble and Wen could feel the earth shaking beneath him. Then suddenly it all stopped as the lead chariot reached them, the cloud of dust that followed in its wake continuing on to wash over everything in sight.
 
   Several of the guards and Tai’s soldiers began to cough, and even Wen was forced to put his robed arm up in front of his mouth to keep the dust at bay.
 
   It took another minute for the cloud to dissipate, and by then Marquis Lie spotted Marquis Wen and the two made eye contact. Wen gave a slight nod which was returned by Lie. Without taking his eyes from Wen, Lie reached behind him to grab his advisor’s arm and direct his gaze to the ruler of Wei. Both men then began walking to where Wen and Zhai were standing. 
 
   “Marquis Lie,” Wen said as the man stopped in front of them.
 
   Marquis Lie of Zhao wiped at the dust covering the arms of his robes, their dark blue a dull brown from the journey. His eyes, an unusual grey tone, bore into Wen.
 
   “Marquis Wen, how are you? You look quite well. No one would believe that you’ve been on the road for the past five days.”
 
   Marquis Lie smiled as he said the words and came to a stop when he was a few feet in front of Wen. He continued to smile as he looked Wen up and down, never even deigning to notice Zhai Huang. 
 
   “If I show no signs of wear it’s only because your lands are so easy to travel across,” Wen said with his own smile.
 
   Lie’s smile faltered for a moment but he quickly regained his composure, although Wen inwardly smiled all the wider to himself at the man’s reaction. Despite the peace that had existed between their two states since the Battle of Jinyang more than fifty years before, neither man had any love for the other, and it was more the easier targets of smaller states than any historic precedence which kept them from war.
 
   “I’m glad that you found them so accommodating, although I don’t know how long we can allow Wei forces to move back and forth from Anyi to Zhongshan across our lands,” Lie said after a moment.
 
   Wen’s own smile lessened then, but instead of firming it up he let it go entirely. No need to keep up the façade or the niceties, he figured. 
 
   “There are many roads just as accommodating as yours,” Wen said after a moment, and Lie nodded, both men then letting the topic go.
 
   Tai Tian walked up and both men glanced his way but said nothing. 
 
   “Thank you for answering my summons,” Wen said after a moment, directing his gaze back to Lie.
 
   “How could I not, with the news that you gave me,” Lie replied as he looked from Tai to Wen. “Is Duke Kang here then?”
 
   “Oh, yes,” Wen answered. “He’s within the compound behind me. We’ve been awaiting your and Marquis Jing’s arrival.”
 
   “You’ve not spoken with him already?” Lie asked in a skeptical tone.
 
   “I spoke with him first thing after I arrived yesterday,” Wen replied.
 
   “And what did you say?” Lie asked.
 
   “I told him that he was lucky to be alive,” Wen said.
 
   Lie stared back at Wen for a few moments. “I’m sure,” he said before turning to face Tai. “Tai Tian, it has been some time. How does it feel to have the State of Qi within your grasp?”
 
   “I’m not sure how fully it is within my grasp,” Tai replied. “I’ve a strange feeling that Duke Kang’s not in quite the perilous position I’d have thought him to be.”
 
   “And why is that?” came a voice from behind Lie.
 
   Tai craned his head and narrowed his eyes to try and get a better view into the still thick cloud of dust that surrounded them, but Wen knew that voice well.
 
   “Tai thinks that I’ve made a deal with Duke Kang,” Wen said in answer to the question.
 
   “And have you?” the voice replied. 
 
   Wen didn’t respond, as a form could be seen materializing out of the dust, and a moment later a frail, old man slowly walked into their midst.
 
   “Marquis Jing, it is good to see you again,” Wen said when the man stopped.
 
   “Something you probably thought unlikely after our last encounter,” Jing said gruffly, but a moment later broke out into a nearly toothless smile. He walked closer to Wen and patted him on the arm. “It’s good to see you again as well, Wen.”
 
   If Marquis Wen was old, then Marquis Jing of Han was ancient. His white hair, although long, was so thin that large portions of his bald head could be seen underneath. His face was deeply lined with age and he stood stooped over, gripping a cane for support. Still, there was more life in his brown eyes than seemed possible in such a frail body, and he looked up at each of the men eagerly and warmly.
 
   Wen clapped him lightly on the shoulder, a smile on his own face. He’d known Jing for many years, since Jing’s grandfather had been Marquis, and they’d always had a friendly relationship. Jing had been Marquis for less than ten years, ever since his father had died, and most thought that Jing wouldn’t rule for long. He was already into his seventies when he took the throne, for his father had ruled for many years, and his grandfather before him even longer. Jing had proved his critics wrong, however, and there were many times when Wen thought that the man would outlive even him.
 
   Marquis Lie of Zhao, on the other hand, was the exact opposite of both of them. Whereas both Wen and Jing were at the end of their lives, Lie’s was full before him. Barely older than Wen’s grandson Hui, Lie had been Marquis for the same amount of time as Jing, but most of those years had been spent on the sidelines while the real affairs of state were conducted by older advisors. Finally, when Lie had reached his fifteenth year, he’d been given a free reign over the State of Zhao, and so far he’d done a good enough job to keep the other states at bay. Wen looked at him, still patting the dust from his robes, and thought the chances likely that the man would outlive Wu and still be Marquis when Hui became Marquis of Wei.
 
   “You’ve still not answered my question,” Jing said, drawing Wen from his thoughts. 
 
   Jing looked up at Wen and could see that the younger man, for he was indeed a few years younger than the seemingly ancient Jing, had forgotten what his question was. 
 
   “Have you made a deal with Duke Kang?” Jing asked again, his toothless smile showing on his face.
 
   Marquis Lie stopped patting at his robes long enough to look up at Wen, wanting to hear the answer, and Tai Tian moved closer as well.
 
   “I’ve made a proposition, but no deals,” Wen said slowly. “Duke Kang made it clear after hearing what I had to offer that he would make his decision known when you two had arrived.”
 
   “Am I not party to this decision?” Tai blurted out loudly. “I’ve more at stake here than the three of you!”
 
   “What was this proposition?” Lie asked, ignoring Tai completely.
 
   “I want him to accompany us to Luoyang for a meeting with King Weilie of Zhou,” Wen said.
 
   Wen stared back at Lie with a slight smile on his face as the man looked off for a few moments, his mind trying to comprehend what Wen had just said. It took him a moment to look back, a light of realization in his eyes. Wen looked over at Jing, who was smiling up at him, and he could tell the old man had recognized the implications of such a meeting immediately. Tai Tian, however, seemed to be the only one who couldn’t grasp the significance.
 
   “King Weilie in Luoyang?” he stammered. “But why? And what of the deal that the four of us had?”
 
   Wen put his arm around Jing’s shoulder and turned back toward the compound.
 
   “Come, gentlemen. Let us meet with Duke Kang and put all your questions to rest.”
 
   Lie took the cue and began moving toward Wen and Jing who were already halfway to the compound’s gate. Tai stood and stared after them, the realization dawning upon him that the men whose support he’d counted upon to seize the throne of Qi once and for all were turning their back on him in more ways than one. With a frown and a nod at his men he quickly took up after them, not sure what would happen next, only hoping that the outcome wouldn’t be too disastrous.
 
   “I didn’t think that an old man had the need of so many chariots,” Wen said to Jing as he escorted him through the gate. “Don’t tell me you brought that young wife of yours along and she needed a dozen chariots for her personal wardrobe?”
 
   Jing chuckled and shook his head. “You’re confusing me for a younger man, Wen, and one a few steps behind us.”
 
   “The chariots are mine,” Lie said as he caught up to them, having heard the remarks. “I insist on a show of force when traveling through other state’s lands!”
 
   “And did the peasants we passed by on the way here tremble at the might of Zhao or simply at the shaking of the earth from the unnecessary disturbance to their peace?” Jing was quick to ask.
 
   Wen didn’t have to look to know that Lie was frowning at the older man’s comment. 
 
   “So I heard that everything went well in Zhongshan,” Lie said, changing the subject. “That was quite an audacious move you pulled, flooding the city like that.”
 
   Wen nodded and noticed that Jing was suddenly paying very close attention.
 
   “Yes, it went rather well. The city is already returning to normal and most are quite happy to now call themselves part of Wei.”
 
   “I hope that remains the case,” Lie said. “Now that you’ve left the city perhaps the people will feel differently.”
 
   “That’s always a possibility,” Wen admitted, “but one that doesn’t worry me. As you no doubt know, I’ve left thousands of troops stationed within Zhongshan in case there’s any resumption of hostilities from the local populace.”
 
   “I just wouldn’t think a people would so quickly embrace their attackers, especially after the flooding of their capital.”
 
   “The flooding of a capital is no minor thing, as your own people well know,” Wen said.
 
   “Yes,” Lie admitted after a moment, his voice a bit cooler. “But Jinyang had the good fortune of never falling to the enemy.”
 
   “Your great-grandfather was wise in soliciting the aid of Wei and Han,” Jing said.
 
   “He was,” Lie admitted after a few moments of silence. “But that was so long ago, more than fifty years,” Lie said.
 
   “Not too long,” Wen said. “Unlike you, Lie, I served at Jinyang and saw the devastation that the Zhi siege brought to the city.”
 
   Lie nodded. “Yes, that was before my time. You’ve seen much more than me in your long reign, Marquis Wen.”
 
    Wen nodded and all three men let the conversation lapse. Within a few moments they were into the compound and making their way to the small building that housed Duke Kang. Soldiers stood at attention as the four men passed by, and before they reached the door that would take them to the duke General Zhai Jue stepped out toward them.
 
   “This is the man that captured Duke Kang a few days ago outside of Linzi,” Wen said when the General was in front of them. “General Zhai Jue.”
 
   “An able commander,” Jing said. “I wish it’d been my own men that had taken the Duke. Perhaps then we’d be meeting closer to Yangzhai and I wouldn’t have had to travel so far.”
 
   Zhai Jue bowed to Jing at the remark. “Thank you for your kind words, Marquis.”
 
   “You should not have fled the battlefield with your prisoner in tow,” Lie said suddenly. “Two other generals, men that you were to cooperate with, were not informed of what had occurred.”
 
   “Things happened so fast that I wasn’t able to comprehend what was going on until it’d been done,” the general said. “My profound apologies, Marquis,” he finished with a bow.
 
   Lie made ready to chastise Zhai further, but Wen spoke first.
 
   “The battlefield can be a confusing place, where many things can happen too quickly for us to fully understand their significance,” he said, casting a knowing eye at Lie, whom was too young and sheltered to have fought in battle. 
 
   “But despite that,” he continued in an effort to assuage Lie, turning his attention back to Zhai, “there are things I would have done differently. Still, I’ve a feeling that within a few days we’ll be thanking the General for what occurred that day outside of Linzi.”
 
   Zhai Jue bowed low for Wen and offered his thanks before stepping aside so that the men could continue on toward where Duke Kang was being held.
 
   Wen reached the door first and pulled it open, holding his arm up for the three men behind him to go on through ahead of him. Jing smiled up at his kind gesture, but both Lie and Tai stepped through the door with the same haughty expressions they’d worn since reaching the compound. Wen only shrugged and stepped through behind them as Zhai Jue followed before closing the door.
 
   A short hallway ended at another door, this one flanked by two soldiers. Both men stood at attention when they realized that their Marquis was coming toward them, and the door was quickly thrown open for them. Jing was the first one through, followed by Lie and Tai. Wen paused and turned back before entering.
 
   “It is better if you wait outside, General,” he said to Zhai Jue.
 
   Zhai nodded and grasped the door, holding it open until Wen stepped through and then closed it tightly behind him.
 
   Jing was already moving toward the chair that Wen suspected Duke Kang had been sitting in when they’d entered. The ruler of Qi stood with his arm held out, motioning for Jing to sit down in the only chair in the room. Jing nodded at Kang in thanks as he stepped past him and sat in the chair, and Lie and Tai both stared on in silence. Jing was the first to speak after he’d become settled.
 
   “It has been some time since I saw you last, Duke Kang.”
 
   “Yes, not since my father was still Duke and King Weilie called his last meeting of the Seven States in Luoyang,” Kang replied.
 
   “That was before I was even Marquis myself, so long ago it was,” Jing replied.
 
   Kang nodded. “And in that time it seems that we’ve gone from being friends to being enemies,” he said with a glance up at both Wen and Lie.
 
   “Such are the vagaries of politics,” Lie said.
 
   Kang stared at the younger man, a frown on his face. “And what do you know of politics, Marquis Lie, other than what you witnessed your advisors carry out for you?”
 
   Lie clenched his fists. “It seems I know enough about politics to keep my throne and not become a prisoner of three other states!” he said angrily.
 
   Wen moved up beside Lie and put his hand on his shoulder. “Come now, Kang. There’s no reason for provocation here. Nothing can change what happened a few days ago, all we can do now is make the best of the situation.”
 
   “And who will that situation benefit most, I wonder?” Kang said. “Surely you don’t think that you’ll be gaining the throne of Qi, Tai?”
 
   “I’ve earned it on the battlefield,” Tai said defiantly.
 
   “Only to have it taken away from you through backroom deals,” Kang said quickly.
 
   Doubt crept onto Tai’s face and Kang continued.
 
   “Oh, you don’t know? Yesterday Marquis Wen came to me with a proposition. In return for my suggestion to King Weilie that he, Lie, and Jing be given the title of the Three Jins, he would agree to support me over you. Funny how quickly things can change, isn’t it?”
 
   Tai turned from Kang to look at Wen, his face awash with confusion. 
 
   “The three of us had a deal, Wen,” he said anxiously. “We agreed that you three would help me become ruler of Qi in return for my future support.”
 
   “I think it’s safe to say that deal has come to a crashing end,” Kang said with a laugh.
 
   Wen folded his arms in front of him and into his robes and narrowed his eyes at Kang. Kang caught the look, which caused the smile on his face to vanish, and he looked down at the floor. After a moment Wen turned to look at Tai, who was staring at him, awaiting an answer.
 
   “I’m sorry Tai,” Wen said slowly, his face truly remorseful, “but Kang speaks the truth: our deal has come to an end.”
 
   Tai shook his head as if to refute the words and looked to Lie and Jing. “Is this true?” he asked.
 
   Both men’s faces remained implacable and neither said a word, although Jing lowered his eyes when Tai’s gaze met him. 
 
   Tai turned back to Wen, his face showing more anger than confusion. “You’ve betrayed me,” he said through clenched teeth.
 
   “We helped you defeat Kang, which was our original deal. Nothing was said about Kang having to die” Wen said flatly. “You chose not to take advantage of that defeat, and now you dare speak to me of betrayal? How dare you!”
 
   Wen’s voice had risen until he ended in an angry shout. Lie and Jing watched in surprise, not sure if Wen was baiting Tai or just in the throes of his own anger at having been accused of betrayal. Whatever the reasons, the result was that Tai was further angered. He gripped the pommel of his sword and this time pulled it from its sheath.
 
   “No one betrays House Tian,” he said as he stepped toward Wen, the sword held out in front of him.
 
   Wen still had his arms folded into his robes across his chest and made no move as Tai came forward the few feet that separated them. Suddenly Tai lunged forward with his sword, aiming for Wen’s chest. Wen waited calmly then sidestepped past Tai at the last possible moment. Tai, not having expected the older man to be so lithe and quick, continued on a step before trying to correct himself and spin to where Wen had moved. He was too slow. As Wen had moved past he’d pulled a dagger from the arm of his robe and clutched it tightly in his right hand. He came up beside Tai and thrust the dagger up toward Tai’s throat. Tai was able to spin around quick enough to face Wen just as the tip of the dagger began to push up under his chin. The anger in his eyes was replaced by confusion then shock and fear as the dagger bit into the soft flesh under his chin and continued on up through his mouth and then into his brain. His body shuddered and the sword fell from his grasp. Lie and Kang, both shocked by the sudden attack, stepped forward toward the two men, and even Jing came up out of his chair, all infirmities of age somehow forgotten during the show.
 
   Wen stared into Tai’s eyes as the life drained from them. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Tai, it didn’t have to be like this,” he said as he moved Tai back.
 
   Tai was unable to say anything with the dagger pinning his mouth shut, but his eyes pleaded for a final moment before Wen pushed him backward to fall into the chair that Jing had just vacated. It was clear from his eyes that he was dead as soon as he hit it.
 
   Silence reigned in the room for several moments as each man looked at the lifeless body of Tai Tian staring back at them. Finally Wen looked away from the body and turned his gaze onto each of the men beside him. He them a stern look and no one said anything. After wiping his hands on his robes he moved toward the door and slowly opened it, said a few words, and then stepped back. General Zhai Jue came into the room and quickly pulled the door shut behind him when he saw Tai’s body laying in the chair.
 
   “Quietly spread the word among the men that Tai’s men are to be killed as quickly and as painlessly as possible,” Wen said when Zhai Jue again looked up at him. He turned his eyes to Lie and Jing. “Inform the Zhou and Han soldiers to do the same.”
 
   “You’ll have to send the generals here for that order,” Jing said. “They’d never carry it out without my personal permission.”
 
   Wen nodded and turned back to Zhai Jue. “Very well, send them here right away.”
 
   Zhai Jue nodded and left the room. Wen turned back to Kang.
 
   “We’ll leave for Luoyang within the hour.”
 
   Kang looked back at his former enemy now laying dead in the chair, swallowed the knot in his throat, and nodded.
 
   * * * * *
 
   The journey to Luoyang would take nearly two days, so no time was wasted in getting under way. Once the Zhao and Han generals had been ordered by Marquis’ Lie and Jing to go along with Wen’s plan, things had moved quickly. Tai’s men, numbering only a dozen, had quickly been dispatched, not a one learning of the fate of their leader. A large pit had then been dug on the outskirts of the compound and their bodies thrown in, Tai’s on top, and then the mass-grave had been covered over and left unmarked. Wen ordered the peasants that lived within the compound to move to Anyi, and they’d packed their things and set out at once with no questions asked. They’d known what had happened when Tai’s soldiers began to be killed, and they were happy they’d not shared the same fate through the simple misfortune of having been present. 
 
   Wen had then ordered Zhai Jue to double the amount of men at the compound in case any more of Tai’s men arrived, while telling him to move quickly back to Linzi along with the other two generals to again take command of the small army still there. Zhai Jue had nodded and said nothing, sure that orders would be forthcoming as soon as the coming events in Luoyang played themselves out. For the sake of speed and also to draw the least amount of attention, Wen then convinced Lie and Jing to order most of their men to accompany the soldiers to Linzi. He wanted to move swiftly to Luoyang and he didn’t want to raise any eyebrows while doing so, and three dozen chariots just wouldn’t allow either. They managed to fit all their necessary men into just six chariots and were out of the compound and thundering down the road south before Tai had been dead even an hour.
 
   Wen rode with Zhai Huang and Duke Kang, while behind him rode Lie with two of his attendants, and Jing the next in line with two of his. The final three chariots contained Wu, Liu, and Wei, as well as other men of similar station attending to Lie and Jing. They moved quickly, each of the Marquis’ at the reins of their own chariot, though Wen was always in the lead. By the time darkness fell they’d moved more than halfway to the Zhou lands and there was a possibility they’d reach the capital by the next evening.
 
   They stopped alongside the Yellow River near a thicket of trees and soon two large fires were burning with most of the eighteen men gathered around them, the others off standing guard.
 
   “I had no choice but to kill him,” Wen said after he’d settled himself near the fire, breaking the silence by addressing the subject most of the others around him had been thinking about since morning. “He came at me with a sword drawn and blood in his eyes.”
 
   “We all saw it,” Jing said, “but I wonder what consequences Tai’s rash action and your warranted reaction will bring to us all.”
 
   Lie nodded at the comment. “Word will get back to his son Fei of what’s happened, and it won’t matter to him that his father initiated the attack – he’ll want vengeance.”
 
   “Vengeance not just against Wei, but Han and Zhao as well, the other perceived betrayers of the deal with his father,” Jing added.
 
   “Not if I stop him first,” Kang said.
 
   “You haven’t been able to stop House Tian for a century,” Wen said with a cold look, “what makes you think you can start now, especially with a new bloodlust upon them?”
 
   “It’s precisely because of that!” Kang said. “If Fei is blinded enough by his hatred over his father’s death then he’ll be easy for me to kill.”
 
   “Fei is old, just less then twenty years younger then his father was, and his own sons are grown men,” Liu said. “One of them could see the folly in going against the combined might of Wei, Han, and Zhao and stop their father.”
 
   Wen looked over at Liu and nodded. “Fei won’t be thinking logically, it’s true, but whether his own sons have the temerity to go against their father is something that none of us can know for sure.”
 
   “I think we’ve wasted enough time meddling in the affairs of Qi,” Wu said suddenly. He directed his gaze toward Kang. “If you cannot keep your own home in order then perhaps you shouldn’t be in power in the first place.”
 
   “Silence!” Wen shouted with a cold look at his son. “Whether we choose to meddle in the affairs of Qi anymore or not isn’t really important any longer. House Tian will look for vengeance, whether that’s in the coming weeks, or the coming years. At some point they’ll strike against one of us, or perhaps all three of us. Despite our efforts earlier today I’ve no doubt that word of Tai’s death is already traveling to his son.”
 
   “Then let us strike at House Tian first and destroy them once and for all before they gain control of Qi and become a real threat,” Wu said loudly, unperturbed by his father’s stern look and commanding voice.
 
   Wen got up from the ground more quickly than any of the others imagined possible and before they knew what was happening Wen was on the other side of the fire and in front of Wu. 
 
   “Don’t you ever talk back to me like that,” Wen shouted as he slapped Wu hard across the face three times.
 
   Wu stared up at his father in shock and raised his hand up to fend off any other blows, although Wen had already moved away.
 
   “Get out of my sight!” Wen said as he turned around to stare at his son, his arm raised and finger pointing toward the other fire.
 
   Wu brushed away the thin line of blood that was beginning to spill from his nose, gathered up his robes around him, and rushed from the fire without a word.
 
   Wen shook his head and trudged back to where he’d been sitting. “Children,” he muttered, “they never learn.”
 
   Jing nodded. “They have to be taught continually,” he said, “and often words aren’t enough.”
 
   Silence fell as Wen sat down again, and continued for many minutes as the men stared into the fire. Finally Liu cleared his throat and all eyes went to him.
 
   “There is a chance that if King Weilie proclaims Wei, Han, and Zhao as the Three Jins that he’ll also call forth the leaders of the other states to witness such a proclamation,” he said. “If that is the case then there’s a strong chance that each of the leaders will then sit down and agree to some kind of peace agreement.”
 
   “That does nothing to assuage the threat from House Tian,” Kang said.
 
   “No,” Lie agreed, “but it does mean that whether you retain control of Qi or House Tian wrests it from you, neither of you will be able to break that peace by coming against one or all of us.”
 
   “Peace agreements are often forgotten soon after they’re agreed to,” Jing said. “The past has taught us that. No, I think that if peace is agreed upon it’ll last no longer than those of us sitting around this fire remain alive.”
 
   “So we send more soldiers into Qi like Wen’s son said,” Lie said. “It’s a simple enough matter and we each have the manpower. I’d rather end this threat before it truly becomes one.”
 
   “With the proper forces I can assure you that the threat will be ended, and that Qi will always be a friend to the Three Jins,” Kang said.
 
   Wen nodded and rose once again. “There are many things that we cannot decide upon until we’ve spoken with King Weilie. Let us get some sleep. The sooner we reach Luoyang the sooner we put these problems behind us.”
 
   The others nodded and Wen walked off to stare at the river and to be alone with his thoughts.
 
    
 
   SIXTEEN
 
   Luoyang came startlingly into view. What the party first noticed was the sprawling wall, more than thirty feet high in most places, and circling the entirety of the city. The second thing to catch their attention was the wide arched-bridge that spanned the Luo River and led up to that wall at the main city gate. The thing that most captivated their attention, however, and the characteristic for which the city was named, was the way the sun shone down upon the city, the walls and buildings shining in its embrace. Luoyang had been constructed on the north side of the Luo River, which ran from west to east, so that the sun would always shine from its position south of the city directly down upon it. The effect had a tendency to take the breath away from any new and even quite a few already familiar visitors to the city, and Marquis Wen wasn’t immune.
 
   “I’ve been to the city nearly a dozen times over the years,” Wen said as he directed the chariot down the road running parallel to the Luo River, “and each time I’m struck by the majestic beauty of it.”
 
   “It is quite a sight,” Zhai agreed beside him. The Minister of War, most always thinking of offensive and defensive positions when encountering any new city, was instead thinking of what a shame it’d be if a battle was ever forced upon the grand city rising up before him.
 
   The six chariots of eighteen men had left their campsite beside the Yellow River several hours before dawn and continued to move southwest down the road to where the Yellow and Wei Rivers met just past the Han borderlands. Wen had been eager to move, and most shared his opinion; they woke with little difficulty and had been traveling for several hours before the first faint hints of the morning light began to crest the mountains in front of them. As they’d progressed the road began to bend more and more to the west and away from the south until they met up with the Luo River. From there it had only been a journey of a couple hours to the Zhou capital.
 
   “We’ll be just in time for lunch,” Wen said as he slowed the chariot. The large arched bridge was drawing near, its white stone and marble surface shimmering in the noontime sun.
 
   “I can already smell the stoves of the city preparing our noon meal,” Zhai replied.
 
   Wen slowed even further, for there was a sizable amount of traffic moving across the bridge in both directions. Most was by foot, farmers and peasants bringing their fruits, vegetables, and grains into the city in large sacks slung over their backs. A few wagons fought for space on the crowded bridge, their single mule or ox driven carts containing everything from food to hay to stones for building. Although wide enough for two four-horse drawn chariots to ride across abreast, the bridge was currently full. The sound of Wen’s chariot, and the five others behind him, slowed many of the people on the bridge, and caused many to come to a complete stop to turn and look at the men. Wen pulled further on the reins but didn’t bring the chariot to a stop, instead cracking his whip loudly to the side. The sound caused the people on the road leading to the bridge to move out of the way, and within a few moments a clear path had been formed all the way across. Wen snapped the reins over the horse and the chariot’s wheels were soon clattering atop the stone bridge, the Luo River churning noisily below.
 
   Most of the people crossing the bridge continued on right through the wide-open city gates and into the streets beyond, but Wen pulled up on the reins, this time bringing the chariot to a complete stop as he reached the gates. Two men, the tight-fitting leather jerkins they wore over their flowing robes more than adequate to block the flight of an arrow or minimize the damage from a sword thrust, had stepped away from the wall upon sight of the chariots and now proceeded over to Wen.
 
   “I’ve come seeking an audience with King Weilie!” Wen called out before the two men even reached him, and loud enough for those peasants near enough to overhear. Already a sizable crowd was forming, curious as to the richly attired men that rode on the lead chariots.
 
   “And who might you be?” the first guard asked without much interest.
 
   “Marquis Wen of Wei,” Wen said loudly so that all around could hear. He put up his arm and motioned toward Kang beside him. “And beside me rides Duke Kang of Qi. With us are Marquis Lie of Zhao and Marquis Jing of Han.”
 
   The guard moved his eyes from Wen to the men he was motioning to while reciting the names, and his eyes visibly grew larger as it became obvious that four of the Seven States’ leaders were in front of him. He waved his arm behind him for the other guard to come up and then whispered a few words into his ear. The man immediately rushed back through the gate and disappeared into the city.
 
   “Wen of Wei,” the man began in a more respectful tone, “we’ve not been expecting you.”
 
   Wen nodded but said nothing as the man stammered on.
 
   “Please allow us a few minutes to notify the palace of your arrival and…to arrange a proper escort through the city.”
 
   Wen nodded again and stared past the man into the city beyond the gate. He wasn’t surprised that he hadn’t been addressed as ‘Marquis Wen’ by the man, for he was no longer in Wei, and therefore could not rightly claim a title that he’d never been officially granted, no matter that nearly all in the Seven States had been calling him just that for twenty-five years. But then this wasn’t the Seven States, Wen reminded himself as he waited as patiently as he could for the escort to appear, this was Luoyang: the enclave of kings, separate from the Seven States which they presided over, and the bearer of the Mandate of Heaven, the distinction of Shangdi, ruler of the world.
 
   Wen scoffed at the notion, and Zhai, mistaking Wen’s action as impatience, tried to console his ruler.
 
   “I don’t see why they’re making us wait,” Zhai said. “It’s obvious that we’re not peasant rabble.”
 
   Wen said nothing, his thoughts still on King Weilie and the power the man held. Despite being older than Wen, King Weilie still doggedly held to his throne and directed the affairs of the Seven States from the safety and security of his ornate throne room in the palace just a few minute’s ride away. Wen doubted the man had been out of the palace much in the past few years, and probably hadn’t left Luoyang in nearly a decade. Still, the man would be well-informed of the affairs of the dukes and marquis’ that ruled with his blessing throughout the land. Wen doubted that there was much that didn’t come to his attention, however minor or seemingly inconsequential, and for a brief instant Wen felt a shiver of trepidation pass through him. Could it be possible that King Weilie already knew of Tai of Tian’s death? No, Wen immediately concluded with a shake of his head, and quickly dismissed the thoughts as the second guard came back into view, riding through the gate on a gray horse with five other men similarly mounted riding behind him.
 
   By this time all traffic had stopped moving through the gates and a large crowd of peasants and farmers stood looking on. They quickly moved back as the six horses rode up to the six waiting chariots that stretched in a line all the way back to the bridge.
 
   “The escort will ensure that the path remains clear for you all the way to the palace,” the guard said with a final bow before stepping back away from Wen and the chariot.
 
   A moment later the lead horseman nodded at his companions and spun his mount around, digging his heels into the animal’s flank. In an instant he was through the gate, the other five close behind, and Wen cracked his own reins, bringing his chariot into motion once again. The peasants crowded back and within moments Wen was no longer on the hard packed dirt of the roads he’d traveled for the past several days, but on the smooth stones of Luoyang’s paved streets. The horse’s hooves clattered on the stones, but the normally loud sound was completely drowned out by the sound of the chariot’s wheels as they turned over the stones and bumped from one to the next, the line of chariots soon adding their accompanying cacophony as each passed under the gates and into the city.
 
   Most of the buildings that they passed by were constructed from stone or wood, although a few further back on the side streets were made from bamboo. Once through the gates of the city they came into a large open area, oval in shape, and stretching for dozens of yards in each direction. It was obviously a market area, for stalls and stands stood about everywhere, crowding the wide street and casting a rainbow of color out from the myriad fruits, vegetables, and grains which seemed to cover each available space. Equally colorful were the vendors who called out their wares to the people passing by, their robes colored and dyed every conceivable shade from the dullest to the brightest. Much to Wen’s surprise, business did not stop as he and his entourage rode into the city. Obviously Luoyang was used to such sights, and Wen wondered to himself how often various dukes and marquis’ were summoned for, or sought out, an audience with King Weilie.
 
   Within a few minutes they were out of the crowded market streets and soon passing next to a canal which ran through the city. Wen stared down at it and thought of Ximen Bao. While canals were nothing new in cities, their construction having been going on for hundreds of years now, the project which Ximen was working on to the north would be something new, its completion hopefully shifting the balance of power even further to Wei’s favor for whichever ruler was lucky enough to reign when it was finally completed. Wen sighed as he drew his gaze away from the canal and back to the street; not everything could be accomplished in his lifetime, he realized, and although he’d accepted that fact many years before, as all rulers must at some point, he didn’t like it any more because of it.
 
   The houses and buildings grew further and further away from the street as they continued on deeper into the city until finally large parks of trees and small canal-fed lakes sprung up on either side of them. The blue sky was quickly obscured by the branches of willows, elms, and pines that grew along the street, their high branches stretching out overhead to cast the sunlight into narrow beams.
 
   Wen glanced over at Kang, but the Duke was staring off at the scenery around them, and Wen wondered if the man felt at all anxious about the coming meeting with King Weilie. Kang’s father, Duke Xuan, had been good friends with King Weilie, and Wen couldn’t help but think that that relationship would influence the coming meeting. King Weilie would always favor Qi over other states because of that past friendship, which was why it was good, Wen told himself, that he was riding next to Duke Kang and not Tai Tian. Still, Wen had no doubt that King Weilie knew of his support of House Tian over House Jiang in the struggles within Qi, but all he could do was hope that having Kang beside him now would lessen any problems that may cause.
 
   A few more turns brought them onto a straight thoroughfare paralleled by two canals on either side, and Wen smiled slightly to himself. They’d entered onto the final stretch to the palace, and already he could see the wide moat that surrounded the grand home of the Zhou kings.
 
   The riders ahead of them slowed their mounts and a moment later the trees that had lined the wide boulevard gave way, and all at once the blue sky was overhead again, the sun shining down brightly. The two canals turned away from the road and flowed into the large moat while the street came to an end at a large white marbled bridge. The riders ahead of them slowed further as they reached the bridge, and the clatter of their horse’s hooves changed in pitch as they rode over it. Wen too pulled up on his reins so that the chariot was moving only slightly faster than a brisk walk. Despite having seen it many times before, Wen couldn’t help staring up at the palace once again in wide-eyed amazement.
 
   Walled-off from the city by a stone perimeter that rose nearly twenty feet, the palace was almost a separate entity from Luoyang entirely. A large wooden gate stood open across the bridge, several armed guards standing sentry out front. The horseman-escort rode up to the gates and barely slowed as they waved at the men standing by. Wen drove the chariot right through behind them, the guards giving him only a casual glance as they watched the vehicles enter the palace grounds. 
 
   Inside the gate the horsemen came to a stop in a large square courtyard, the center of which was dominated by a large fountain, its flowing water audible over the tumult of the chariots. The lead man motioned for Wen to steer his chariot to the back of the square where already many men were appearing from the nearby buildings to take charge of them. Wen did as he was directed and as he came to a stop a young man came up and took the reins of the chariot from him. Wen, Zhai, and Kang stepped off the chariot platform and stood to watch the rest of their entourage come into the palace.
 
   It took only a minute for the other five to gather and they easily managed to crowd into the courtyard. Lie and Jing both walked over to Wen, but before either could say anything the guard from the city gates walked up to them.
 
   “Sirs, if you will follow me this way, I will show you inside the palace where King Weilie’s advisor, Tan Zhou, will see that you’re taken care of.”
 
   The man turned on his heel without waiting for an answer and began walking across the courtyard toward the wide, slanting staircase opposite the palace gates. Wen shrugged his shoulders at the man’s actions and fell in line behind him, knowing full-well that if he’d been treated with such insolence by anyone other than a Zhou retainer the man would already be dead.
 
   Ahead of them stood a man with long, flowing robes of dark yellow, his hair pulled back, and a smile on his face. Their guard escort stopped short of him and turned to walk back down the steps.
 
   “Duke Kang, Marquis Wen, Marquis Lie, Marquis Jing. Please allow me to introduce myself. I am Tan Zhou, advisor to King Weilie, and will see you to your quarters for your stay here in Luoyang.”
 
   The men nodded but said nothing and a moment later Tan turned and began walking up the remaining steps. They followed a few paces behind, the only sound the many feet of their various entourages.
 
   Atop the staircase were more fountains and several gardens. Pathways wound through them and Tan took one leading to the left, a stone walkway which led through the trees and to a series of stone and wooden buildings set amongst them. He paused when he reached the first building and turned back to the two men.
 
   “This first building will house you and your men, Marquis Wen,” he said deferentially and with a smile. “I think you’ll find it quite adequate, and there’ll always be servants about who will see to any needs you might have.”
 
   “King Weilie’s hospitality is greatly appreciated,” Wen said.
 
   Tan bowed his head at the compliment.
 
   “Rest and recover from your many days on the road,” Tan continued. “At dusk King Weilie will call all of his guests to the inner palace.”
 
   “We will eagerly await that time,” Wen replied, and Tan bowed again before turning to continue on down the walkway.
 
   “Until this evening then, Wen,” Jing said as he turned to move off.
 
   Wen nodded his head and stood silently as Lie and Jing and then their men went by. Zhai came to stand beside him when they’d all passed.
 
   “Well, what do you think?” he asked, both men still staring after the group which had now stopped outside of the buildings next to theirs.
 
   Zhai nodded and the two watched as Marquis Lie and his men and then Marquis Jing and his disappeared into their own buildings further down the pathway, Duke Kang continuing on with Tan.
 
   “Well,” Marquis Wen began, “let us get inside and wash the dust of the road from us. We have an important night ahead of us, perhaps the most important of my entire reign.”
 
   Wen held up his arm for Zhai, Wu, Liu, and Wei to enter the buildings ahead of him, and then continued to wait, turning back to look out at the gardens and fountains around him, wondering what the night held in store.
 
    
 
   SEVENTEEN
 
   Marquis Wen and the others spent the afternoon bathing and preparing the clothes they’d wear that evening. Shortly after their arrival the palace servants brought them steaming pots of rice, fish, and vegetables, and they dined in the common room of their building, a beautifully-tiled room large enough to accommodate a group twice their size. Afterward, when the dishes had been cleared away and the room cleaned, masseurs entered and gave each of them an hour-long massage. Their aches and pains melted away under the skilled hands of the women, and each man felt refreshed and rejuvenated when they’d left. Dusk was only a few hours away by that point, so Wen called together Wu, Zhai, Liu, and Wei and ushered them into one of the smaller dining rooms near the back of the building.
 
   The room Wen selected wasn’t large, dominated as it was by a sizable table in its center, with two smaller tables set against the far wall, but it was adequate. Wen had viewed all the others and selected this room primarily because it was the only one that didn’t have a window. He wanted to ensure his conversations with his advisors weren’t overheard by any of Lie or Jing’s men.
 
   “I do believe that’s the fist time I’ve seen a woman, besides a common peasant of course, since we left Anyi more than a month ago,” Zhai said when they’d all entered the room.
 
   “That is much too long,” Liu said as he pulled out a chair and sat down at the table. He gently touched Wei’s arm and motioned toward the pot of tea sitting on one of the smaller tables against the wall, and his apprentice quickly moved over to it. 
 
   Liu looked back at Wen. “No doubt the deft handling you received from those women has stirred your blood.”
 
   Wen laughed at Liu’s words, and even Zhai chuckled for a few moments.
 
   “They most certainly got my blood flowing, and not exactly where I needed it to be if I want to keep my mind on this evening’s meeting.”
 
   Liu smiled at Wen’s words. “I’ve no doubt the women would have provided more than just a massage.”
 
   “Nor do I,” Wen said with another laugh. “But I’m not as young as I once was.” He turned to his son, who’d sat down at the table opposite him. “Wu, you on the other hand, would do well to release some of the tension that’s been bearing down on you since Zhongshan.”
 
   “Oh? I didn’t know that I was under a great deal of tension, father,” Wu said, taking a sip from the cup of tea that Wei had set down in front of him.
 
   Wen scoffed at his son’s words. “You’ve been wound up so tight since I sent Hui off that it’s a wonder your head’s not exploded!”
 
   “Hui should be with us here in Luoyang,” Wu said, a bit of an edge to his voice, “not slaving away on some canal under Ximen Bao. Hui will lead Wei one day, whether you like it or not, and he’d learn a great deal more by seeing the goings on at King Weilie’s court than he ever would by shoveling dirt along a river.”
 
   “The boy needs to think of the consequences of his actions,” Wen said coolly. “Who knows what shame he’d bring to Wei by being here in Luoyang.”
 
   “Perhaps he would do you great honor, father,” Wu said icily.
 
   Both stared daggers at one another over their cups of tea for a few moments before Liu took it upon himself to steer the conversation in a less argumentative direction.
 
   “Unlike Marquis’ Lie and Jing, Duke Kang is alone and has no other men with him,” Liu began. “As you all no doubt saw, he walked on with King Weilie’s man, Tan.”
 
   “No doubt to a private audience with King Weilie while we all sit here waiting,” Wu said.
 
   “He could’ve just been shown to his own private quarters,” Zhai offered.
 
   “Both are possibilities,” Wen said, “although I wouldn’t doubt, based on King Weilie’s relationship with Kang’s father, that the two have already met.”
 
   “Do you trust him?” Wu asked.
 
   Wen stroked his beard. “To tell King Weilie of my desire, along with Han and Zhao, to be proclaimed one of the Three Jins, yes. To push for the proclamation in light of our support of his enemy Tai Tian, no.”
 
   “Then what good is Kang to us?” Zhai asked. “At least Tai Tian promised his support. With Kang we have nothing.”
 
   “Not necessarily,” Wen replied. “Kang knows that he’s in a precarious position with regards to House Tian. He needs the support of Lie, Jing, and I if he wants to end that threat for good.”
 
   “He’s most likely trying to elicit that support from King Weilie right now,” Wu said.
 
   Zhai shook his head. “King Weilie doesn’t have the men. The Zhou kings have had to rely on the Seven States for years if they’ve ever wanted to wage war.”
 
   “That’s why they so rarely act at all anymore,” Liu said. “However, it doesn’t mean that he couldn’t ask for the support of some of the other states in regard to Qi’s problems; Chu to the south remains quite strong, after all.”
 
   “As does Wei,” Wei said quickly. “It’s well known that we’re one of the strongest states, a position we achieved rather quickly. And we’re here in Luoyang now. It would be easy for King Weilie to ask for our support, especially since we’ve already offered it to Duke Kang.”
 
   Liu smiled at his apprentice’s words. “Wei is right. We’re here, the others aren’t. And the death of Tai yesterday proves that we’re already willing to support Duke Kang.”
 
   “We shall know for sure this evening,” Wen said.
 
   A knock came at the door, and Wen nodded to Zhai to see who it was. Zhai rushed to the door and pulled it open a crack, then all the way. Outside stood one of the palace servants that had served them earlier.
 
   “Sirs,” the man said with a deep bow, “King Weilie has asked that you allow me to show you to where dinner will be served.”
 
   The men looked back to Wen, who nodded. “Show us the way,” he said to the servant, who gave another bow and then turned back toward the hallway. 
 
   The men rose and fell in behind the man, who led them out of their quarters and into the cool night air. Yellow lanterns hung from the trees all about them, and right away they could see that Lie and Jing and their men were also gathering outside. The servant led them toward the two groups.
 
   “It seems we’ll be eating together once again,” Jing said when Wen and the others had all gathered together.
 
   “With the King too, I hope,” Wen answered.
 
   Jing nodded before the servants began ushering them further along the stone pathway. They wound through the lantern-lit trees until they came to a rather small and inauspicious building of stone with a bamboo roof. Large windows were open to the night sky and incense wafted about heavily in the air. The servants that had been leading the large group stopped at the entrance, opened the door, and held their arms out for the men to enter. Jing’s group was the first through, followed by Lie, with Wen and his men taking up the rear. 
 
   Upon entering Wen was struck by the simple surroundings and by their host. King Weilie sat at a large table, Duke Kang on his left. When all the men had entered both men rose and King Weilie gestured for them to be seated around the large table. It was a tight fit, but within a few minutes all of them had found a spot and looked on expectantly at King Weilie.
 
   King Weilie of Zhou, the thirty-second man to carry that title, rose and placed his hand on Duke Kang’s shoulder, his rich purple robes shining in the lantern light. His hair was grey and his beard and mustache were white and thin. Deep lines of age were etched onto his weary face, and his eyes, although sunken deeply into his face, still held a humorous sparkle. Wen knew that the king’s mind was as quick as ever, but also that he was deeply concerned about the future and spent a large amount of time worrying about the son that would rule after him. Many thought that Prince An wasn’t quite made of the same stuff as his father, something Wen could identify with personally, and that the grasp of the Zhou King on the already independent Seven States would grow even more tenuous when he came to the throne. All knew King Weilie’s greatest desire therefore was for peace to continue to reign, for he knew full-well that the Zhou dynasty wouldn’t survive long if the Seven States decided to fight among themselves for supremacy.
 
   “Kang has told me of the events that occurred within Qi and on the border with Wei,” he said slowly and in a quiet voice, still standing in front of them. “He’s also told me of your desire to be proclaimed the Three Jins.” King Weilie looked around the table at Wen, Lie, and Jing as he said the last before continuing. “Kang agrees with that desire, and I’ve decided to listen to him and make it so.”
 
   Wen clenched his fist and tightened his jaw at that last, his heart beating rapidly. All his life he’d been waiting to hear those words from one of the Zhou Kings, and now he had.
 
   “The official proclamation will have to wait, however,” King Weilie continued, pausing again to look at the three men, and causing Wen’s heart to skip a beat, “until all the rulers of the Seven States can be summoned to hear the news.”
 
   The hush that had fallen over the table at King Weilie’s pause was broken by a few soft murmurings at the last comment.
 
   “I have sent word out to the rulers of Qin, Chu, and Yan and expect to receive word of their coming shortly,” King Weilie continued. “Until that time you shall be my guests.” 
 
   The k moved out from in front of his chair and went around behind it, putting his hands on its back. 
 
   “Now, gentlemen, if you will excuse me,” he said, “I’m an old man, and would like to get some rest. Please enjoy your dinner tonight and your time in Luoyang. I will see you again when all the rulers have assembled.”
 
   With that his servants rushed up and lent supporting hands as he left the table and then the room, heading out into the dark night.
 
   The room immediately erupted as the various advisors began talking quickly to their Marquis’s and each other.
 
   “A gathering of the Seven States hasn’t occurred since King Zhengding sat on the Zhou throne,” Liu said above the chatter.
 
   “It was right after the Battle of Jinyang,” Wen said, “and I was there.” The table began to quiet down as the others around Wen heard him and craned their necks to listen. “It was a little more than fifty years ago, but I remember it vividly. Wei, Han, and Zhou, led then by Wei Huanzi, Han Kangzi, and Zhou Xiang, rode into Luoyang with their head’s held high. Zhou Xiang stood especially tall that day,” Wen said with a nod toward Lie, “as his city had withstood the siege engineered by Zhi Bo. Of the six elite families of Jin, or clans as we were then called, they were the only three remaining. Much to their surprise, however, the meeting that King Zhengding called was not so much about them, although they were formally recognized for the first time, but about maintaining peace. The Seven States, as we were just then beginning to be called, were not the only ones at that meeting, far from it. The number of lesser states dwarfed the seven that dominated the country, and their voice was still strong in King Zhengding’s ear. You see,” Wen said with a look at all around the table, each man thoroughly enrapt by his tale, “there was a widespread view at that time that any state could rise to dominance in the land. After all, three states had done just that, becoming even more powerful than the state they were actually a part of at the time, Jin. Other smaller states took hope from that, but also looked on the Seven with trepidation that bordered on fear. Each one of them knew that they could be the next to be gobbled up by their larger neighbors, and, as history has shown over the past fifty years, that’s exactly what has happened. Of the more than three dozen smaller states that attended that meeting here in Luoyang so long ago, less than a dozen remain, and those only because they lie far enough out of the Seven States’ reach,” Wen paused and peered around the table at the men before breaking out into a knowing smile, “for now.”
 
   The others around the table broke into smiles as well, even Lie, and much of the tension that had been noticeable when they’d entered seemed to have vanished.
 
   “The problems that seem to be confronting the Seven States now,” Kang said, bringing quiet around the table once again, “are not coming from smaller states, but from these so-called elite families that reside within the Seven.”
 
   “Like House Tian,” Jing said, and Kang nodded.
 
   “That might be a problem in Qi, but it’s certainly not a problem in Zhao,” Lie said with a chuckle that was soon joined by the men around him.
 
   “Not yet,” Kang said quickly, “but just you wait. The more smaller states that the larger Seven conquer and incorporate, the more families that were once in power but now aren’t will grow within those states. How long before they begin yearning for what they once had, and gather still-loyal supporters around them to challenge their conquerors, who, I might add, you’ll always be to them.”
 
   Kang’s eyes settled on Wen with those last words, and Wen cleared his throat, bringing the table’s attention back to him.
 
   “Wei has conquered many smaller states in recent years, and will hopefully continue to do so. Just recently, no more than a few weeks ago in fact, we conquered Zhongshan. The people seem to be happy with their new rulers for now, but I’m old enough to know that that’ll not always be the case. At any time, perhaps after I’m long gone but perhaps not, they could rise up and demand their freedom. But know, gentlemen,” he said with a look around the table and his finger raised, “that if that happens the whole might of Wei will come down upon them and they will be destroyed.”
 
   “And when there are no longer any smaller states to conquer, only the Seven States, then what?” Jing asked after several moments of silence had passed.
 
   A silence descended around the table and the men looked at one another.
 
   “Then we’ll fight each other,” Wei Yang said after a moment, sitting up a little higher in his chair so that each of the men could see him, “and King Weilie’s desire for peace will be gone.”
 
   The men around the table looked at the young apprentice to the well-known and respected philosopher-advisor Liu Kui, who was seated next to him, and while several of the younger men shook their heads, the older men that had seen fighting between the Seven States before nodded theirs knowingly.
 
   “We are a nation that fights,” Wen said after a moment, “and we always will be.”
 
   “I agree,” Jing said. “It is not enough for us to sate our bloodlust on the barbarian tribes to our north, who descend south past the wall of mountains to attack us every few years and who we ride north to attack in the years between. While that fighting is enough to satisfy our short-term appetites, only the subjugation of our fellow countrymen is enough to satiate us for long.”
 
   “We cannot fight forever,” Lie said. “At some point one of us will grow powerful enough to defeat all the others. When that occurs new enemies will have to be found.”
 
   “New enemies will be found, although whether they’re outside of our borders or within is often hard to predict,” Liu said.
 
   Several of the men looked at him questioningly so he sat up straighter in his chair to better address them.
 
   “Families and clans have fought over the same ground for hundreds if not thousands of years,” he continued. “Eventually one family does defeat all the others, and he becomes the king, or sometimes the emperor – the title really doesn’t matter. It’s happened three times before, and each time that family became a dynasty. First there was the Xia Family, and they ruled for five hundred years before they were defeated by the Shang Family, who then ruled for nearly five hundred years themselves. Then, nearly seven hundred years ago, the Zhou Family became powerful enough to usurp the throne from the Shang Family, and they’ve been ruling ever since.” Liu stopped and let his gaze pass over each of the men around the table. “Which of the seven families will defeat the Zhou Family, gentlemen, and do they sit amongst us now?”
 
   Liu sat back and let the men’s eyes dart back-and-forth over their counterparts in the room, their thoughts suddenly telling them to beware the men seated around and across from them, for those who a minute before were friends now seemed more like enemies.
 
   “There is much wisdom in Liu’s words,” Wen said after a few moments, “but we must remember that King Weilie is still strong and commands much respect. While it is true that the Seven States, or the seven families as Liu has called them, may end up fighting amongst each other, that is still many years off. There are many smaller states still to conquer, and I doubt that I’ll see the end of the Zhou Kings’ reign in my lifetime or my son in his.”
 
   “And your grandson’s?” Jing asked, leaning forward. “Will he see it?”
 
   Wen shook his head. “I don’t think so.”
 
   Jing gave a slight smile and nodded before leaning back in his chair.
 
   “We discount the other three States,” Kang said suddenly. “While it’s true that Yan and Qin are weak and on the periphery of the country, Chu is anything but. While we have been implying that one of those sitting here tonight might one day call his heirs King, it could just as well be one of those three.”
 
   “Chu couldn’t even find enough chariots to carry a few hundred soldiers, let along provide enough support for a whole army,” Lie said. “Their bureaucracy has become so bloated over the past fifty years that it’s a wonder they continue to control so much territory.”
 
   “And if it wasn’t for Qin’s position within the passes they would have been conquered like so many of the lesser states years ago,” Zhai said.
 
   “Lie, you’ve had the best chance to expand your territory by going against Yan,” Jing said. “Why haven’t you?”
 
   “I’ve not been on the throne long, as you all know,” Lie replied with a smile that the others shared with him, happy to see him make light of his youth. “My father before me and his before had always had cordial relations with Yan. And it’s no different with me. That is why, for my first chance to play outside my own territory, I chose to lend my support to House Tian of Qi.”
 
   “And we all know how that turned out,” Kang said mockingly.
 
   “It could just as easily have turned out the other way,” Wen said, causing the smile on Kang’s face to fade. 
 
   “Lie’s choice was a wise one,” Wen continued, “for all of us here know, or should know, that the time of House Jiang ruling Qi is over, or very nearly will be.” Kang’s eyes grew wide at what he was hearing and his mouth began to form a response. Wen leaned over closer to Zhai, but still spoke loudly enough for all to hear. “What do you think, Zhai? House Jiang’s got another twenty years before House Tian wrests control of Qi from them?”
 
   “If that,” Zhai said with an icy smile toward Kang.
 
   “I can’t believe what I’m hearing here,” Kang said loudly, outrage in his voice. “We had an agreement! I help you with King Weilie and you help me in Qi.”
 
   “We’ve helped you in Qi,” Wen said quickly, his voice containing none of the humor of just a moment before. “What do you call what happened yesterday morning with Tai Tian if not help? Your enemy has been defeated, just as he defeated you, although you still live while he does not.”
 
   “What are you saying?” Kang said, concern in his voice.
 
   “I’m saying that you’ve talked with King Weilie and he’s agreed with your opinion that Wei, Han, and Zhao should be proclaimed as the three Jins,” Wen said. “Your part of the deal is completed, as is ours. Troops already are in Qi and around the capital of Linzi as we speak. Your hold on your lands is once again secure. What you do with that hold is up to you.”
 
   “We’re only being pragmatic here, Kang,” Wen continued. “How long do you think that we can continue to support a broken ruler?”
 
   Kang stood up angrily from the table, knocking over a cup of tea in the process. “If you’ll not help me then I’ll get either Yan, Qin, or Chu! In fact, I don’t need any help. House Tian is like a chicken with its head cut off after the death of Tai Tian. It will be easy for me to finish off the body.” 
 
   He gave Wen a final stony look before turning and nearly running out the door. The room was silent for several moments as the men looked at the empty doorway leading out into the black night and then at each other. Finally they looked back to Wen who burst into laughter, quickly followed by all the others.
 
   “I was just having some fun with him,” Wen laughed.
 
   The others continued to laugh, all but Liu and Wei. Both apprentice and master looked at one another, and although both smiled, each man’s mind was churning with thoughts, both seriously doubting that Wen had merely been having fun with Kang.”
 
    
 
   EIGHTEEN
 
   In the week that passed before the rulers of the other three States arrived, the men from Wei, Han, and Zhao tried to keep themselves as occupied as possible. It wasn’t an easy thing to do. Although the palace grounds were spacious, by the end of the first full day most of the eighteen men had walked their entirety once or twice over. Some ventured out into the city, something that became more and more common as the days spent waiting increased, although Luoyang, despite being the capital of the Seven States, was not a very interesting city. Most of the men soon grew bored with the same well laid-out streets and quickly took to passing their time within the palace grounds once again. Confounding matters and leading to the increasing boredom was the segregation of the three groups into their own quarters. After that first night’s dinner the men of each state rarely dined together and spent little of their time with one another. While that first night had been cordial, something about Kang’s sudden departure into the night had caused each group to be wary of the others. Kang himself hadn’t been seen since that night, nor had the king. It became increasingly obvious to all that the arrival of the other three States would be welcomed and then they’d all happily return from whence they’d come.
 
   For some the palace routine was stifling in its regularity, for others it was a welcome relief from the vagaries of previous schedules. Liu Kui and Wei Yang were two that welcomed that routine, and, as they did each morning and afternoon, they walked along the many small canals that ran through the palace grounds.
 
   “It’s been almost a week now,” Wei said as they stopped atop one of the small arched bridges and stared down at the many Poi fish swimming in the water below, “and still we wait.”
 
   “Waiting is a part of life,” Liu replied. “It’s what we do during those times that can define us and make us stronger for the brief periods when we act.”
 
   “What kind of deals do you think will be made once the other states arrive?” Wei asked, turning to look at Liu.
 
   Liu turned and began walking along the bridge once again. “That’s difficult to say with any certainty, Wei. I’m confident that a peace agreement will be made between all the states at King Weilie’s behest, but as to what backroom deals each of the states will then make with each other, well, that’s anyone’s guess.”
 
   “You’ve not discussed the matter with Marquis Wen?”
 
   Liu shook his head. “Wen has been seeking counsel from no one, not Zhai, Wu, or I. He spends most of his days sitting in the gardens of the palace sipping tea and looking at the birds.”
 
   Wei furrowed his brows as he looked up at Liu. “Is he well?”
 
   “Oh yes,” Liu said with a chuckle. “Quite well, if you discount the obvious boredom that we all feel.”
 
   They walked on in silence for a few more minutes. On either side of them large willows stood, throwing their long branches down past the men’s heads. The only sounds were the chirping of the birds and the faint splashes of water from the fish in the canals.
 
   “Of all of the Seven States, which do you think should be of the most concern to Wei?” Wei asked after they’d come to another bridge and stopped to look down.
 
   Liu stared down into the water for several minutes before speaking. “That is a difficult question to answer. Each state can be dangerous to the welfare of Wei for a variety of reasons.”
 
   “Is it Qi?” Wei asked.
 
   Liu shook his head. “Not at this time, I don’t think.”
 
   “But in the future they will be.”
 
   Liu nodded. “Most likely House Tian will finally overthrow House Jiang and take over the state. When that happens there’s a very good chance the heirs of Tai Tian will come looking for vengeance.”
 
   “You don’t think House Jiang will finish them off like Duke Kang insists he will?”
 
   “House Jiang hasn’t been able to do that for more than a hundred years,” Liu said, shaking his head. “I see no reason why they suddenly can now.”
 
   Wei nodded this time and then stared back down into the water.
 
   “Chu concerns me,” Liu said after another minute had passed, drawing a look from Wei.
 
   “Because of their size,” Wei said more than asked.
 
   Liu tilted his head to the side. “That’s one reason, yes, but there are many.”
 
   Wei waited for a few moments, but when it was obvious Liu wouldn’t expound he went ahead and ventured his own opinions.
 
   “Chu has always been an expansionist and militaristic state, and a very successful one at that,” Wei said. “That is, however, until their bureaucracy became too bloated for them to continue along on such a course.”
 
   “Explain,” Liu said as he turned from the bridge railing and began walking slowly along the path once again.
 
   Wei fell in beside him, his eyes on the paving stones at their feet but his mind flipping through the scrolls of history and geography that he’d studied in Anyi.
 
   “Throughout its long history Chu has always coerced and then absorbed its allies,” Wei began, thinking it best to start at the beginning, which Liu always encouraged him to do. “This strategy worked well for them, and Chu prospered. About two hundred years ago, however, Chu’s power was checked by the rising power of Jin and its allies to the north. One of these allies, the State of Wu, grew very powerful and even managed to invade both Qin and Chu, the latter invasion creating so much chaos and disorder Chu was forced to move their capital further to the northwest to escape the threat. In order to check the growing power of this upstart state, which hadn’t even been considered a threat just a hundred years earlier but which now was moving from being one of the smaller states to one of the larger, Chu supported the rise of Yue. This state, to the east on the other side of Wu from Chu, then grew in power, culminating in its defeat of Wu after Wu had captured its king, released him, and then suffered the retaliatory attack.”
 
   “Very well,” Liu said, “but you still don’t have all of the names memorized.”
 
   Wei nodded. “It’s difficult to remember all the rulers of the smaller states.”
 
   “Of course it is, but that’s what separates us from the common peasants and attracts the attention of capable rulers who require the names of previous rulers from time to time.”
 
   “Now tell me,” Liu continued, “what changes did these effects have on Chu, creating the state that it is today?”
 
   “Chu had previously had its expansion checked by Jin two hundred years before, and then by Wu nearly a hundred years after that. To end the latter threat they supported Yue, which over the past one hundred years has become so strong that now Chu is in turn checked by them. This situation of going from a state always expanding to one that’s been forced to adhere to its now nearly two-hundred year-old borders is one both stifling and harmful to it.”
 
   Liu nodded. “Go on.”
 
   “For some reason the people of Chu always have to be expanding, and since they can’t do so with their borders they do so with their bureaucracy. After two centuries of such expansion the state’s become so large and wasteful that it can’t do much of anything. The Chu government has become very corrupt and inefficient, with much of their treasury going to pay the increasing number of bureaucrats. There are now so many of these officials that the only function of most of them, as far as I can tell, is simply to take money. And Chu’s large army, perhaps most painful to this once-proud and militaristic state, has now become of such low quality due to the corrupt and cumbersome bureaucracy that it is questionable whether it could even defend its own borders, let alone expand them.”
 
   “So what will Duke Dao of Chu seek when he reaches Luoyang?” Liu asked.
 
   “Peace, most likely, and perhaps even peace with the smaller states.”
 
   “And will he get it?”
 
   “Between the Seven States, yes. But peace with the smaller states?” Wei shook his head. “The others will never go along with that. You heard the talk around the table a week ago. The Seven States need to fight against the smaller states so they won’t fight against themselves. If Chu is too inefficient to even do that, then perhaps it has no right being one of the Seven States any longer.”
 
   Liu nodded, pleased with his apprentice’s words. Wei had come a long way since he’d begun studying under Liu those many years ago. He’d had started as the son of humble peasants, neither of which had been able to read or write, but who wanted more for their son than the same life of backbreaking labor in the fields that they’d had. So they’d started their son off on an education early, first by having him scratch rudimentary words into the dirt floor of their hut with a stick, words they themselves had painstakingly copied from signs and notices on their infrequent trips to the larger towns to sell their produce, and which they themselves couldn’t read. 
 
   Wei had shown an early aptitude for this rudimentary learning, and the boy was soon recognizing words when he was old enough to join his parents on their twice-yearly trips into the city. On one of these, when the boy was not much older than six or seven, his mother and father had left him with a distant relative or perhaps friend of the family, Wei was not sure, and the boy’s education began for real. His life in the city was very different from the countryside, and the love he’d received from his parents, as well as his carefree days, quickly became a thing of the past. In the city he was expected to work, and he did so from before dawn to well-after dark selling the family’s produce in the market. It was boring and not much work for a young child, but Wei had remembered his parents parting words to him about his studies. They’d encouraged him, pleaded with him actually, Wei remembered many years later, to keep reading and writing. Wei did so, and soon his vocabulary of written words had soared to more than a thousand, even if he did not know what all of them meant. 
 
   Wei quickly became the notice of the marketplace for his ability to scratch nearly any word he saw into the dust, and it wasn’t long before he was sought out to copy letters and contracts for important men who couldn’t write themselves. It didn’t take long after that for well-educated scholars to take notice either, and after a few years in the marketplace Wei was sent to a boarding school where his studies began in earnest. He was forced to spend the first few years catching up, often attending classes with boys nearly half his age, but after only two years he was one of the top students in the school. By the time he was old enough to take the official State Examinations he’d already come to the attention of high-ranking government officials who were eager to put his talents to use for the state. When he successfully passed the exams, scoring higher than any other applicant that year, he was immediately put into government service, serving first in the city of Ye where he’d lived for so many years. His service was of such quality, however, that he was quickly sent off to work in the capital. It was in Anyi that he came to the attention of Liu, who quickly recognized an aspect of himself in the young man, and took him on as his apprentice. That had been ten years before, and not a day had gone by that Liu regretted it.
 
   Liu continued to gaze at Wei out of the corner of his eye as they approached yet another bridge. Now in his mid-thirties, Wei still had many years ahead of him. Liu knew he himself didn’t have much more government service in him; he was just getting too old. His whole life he’d faithfully served Marquis Wen of Wei, and he’d been rewarded for that service handsomely, his family well-housed in a spacious home within the capital, his own daughter already married-off to a respected merchant family while his son was busily preparing for the State Examinations, eager to follow in his influential father’s footsteps. Still, as Liu looked over at Wei, he realized that the younger man beside him was more like a son than even his own. Liu’s unfailing service to Wen and the State of Wei had kept him away from his family more than it’d kept them together. While it was true that Wen’s increased age had kept him within the capital more often in previous years, the first several decades of Wen’s reign had barely taken place in Anyi, so intent was the marquis on conquering smaller states and expanding his realm. Even when Liu had found enough time to somehow fall in love and marry he’d seen little of his wife and that strain had threatened to end his marriage more than once. When children came Liu was ready to take a lower position so that he could spend more time with them, but Wen had talked him out of it. Of the first decade of his children’s lives, Liu figured that he’d spent a total of three or four years in their company.
 
   Liu shook his head at the thought and Wei saw him.
 
   “Is something wrong?” Wei asked, puzzled at the melancholy look on his master’s face.
 
   Liu looked up at Wei and shook his head again. “No, nothing. I was just thinking of the past is all.”
 
   Wei nodded and they walked on. Their longest lapse in the conversation so far occurred, with neither man speaking for quite some time. They just walked, enjoyed the sights of the gardens, and listened to the sounds around them. Both men, having dedicated their lives to learning and scholarship, were quite at home with their own thoughts and neither needed conversation, but the student-teacher relationship they had eventually came back to the fore and Liu broke the silence.
 
   “We’ve discussed Chu and it’s possible desires, but what of the other two states?”
 
   “Yan’s main concerns will be in regard to Zhao and Qi,” Wei answered without pause, “but they have larger problems to their north.”
 
   “Indeed,” Liu said. “The barbarians.”
 
   Wei nodded. “Called Mountain Barbarians for several generations to differentiate them from the menace that plagued Jin, the tribes that now invade Yan every few years are called the Donghu.”
 
   “The Eastern Barbarians,” Liu said.
 
   “Correct. While in the past they’ve only been able to gather a hundred or so men under any one chieftain, in recent years their numbers have grown larger and it seems that stronger leaders are able to gather more men to them. As a result the raids south into Yan have grown worse, although still containable.”
 
   “But for how long?” Liu asked. “At some point those barbarians will grow organized enough to launch a serious attack, one that could cripple Yan.”
 
   “And that is what worries Yan more than either Zhao to its west or Qi to its south,” Wei said. “Those threats, from neighbors it can reason with, are nothing compared to the mindless rabble that lie to its north. It’s probably for that reason that Yan has the most extensive walls of any of the Seven States, even more so than Zhao.”
 
   “Nearly all of the Seven States have walls, though, and even many of the smaller states,” Liu said. “What makes Yan different?”
 
   “Yan has begun constructing the walls to their north to be higher and stronger. While many of the states, Wei included, have walls, they’re rudimentary at best and only capable of stopping small arms attacks from swords and spears.”
 
   “Which many of the barbarians don’t even have,” Liu pointed out.
 
   “Yes, not yet, but they will,” Wei said, and Liu nodded, conceding the point. “The stamped earth and gravel walls, often held together with simple wooden boards, and rising no more than half-a-man’s height in most locations, are adequate at hindering most attacks, but not stopping them completely. The best that can be hoped for with such fortifications is for the attackers to be funneled into a small opening where they can be slaughtered en mass.”
 
   “And Yan is doing something differently in regard to its barbarian threat?”
 
   Wei nodded. “They’re beginning to use more stone and less earth, and they’re building higher. Their walls, right now stretching for many miles along the most penetrable areas of their northern border, are already several meters high with watchtowers erected at even intervals. I’ve already heard of one barbarian raid that was stopped with nothing more than arrows fired from above, the onrushing tide getting no closer than a hundred yards before turning back in retreat, not a single defender lost.”
 
   “That is impressive,” Liu said, “but if that’s the case, why would they continue to be concerned more about barbarians than about their more wily neighbors?”
 
   “Yan’s border with Qi to the south has always been small in comparison to the border with Zhao in the west, but both are miniscule in comparison to their northern border,” Wei explained. “Yan, depending on how you want to look at it, is either blessed or cursed with its horizontal shape. This keeps its engagements with the other states to a minimum while most of its time is wrapped up with the barbarians. The wars that have broken out between Zhao, and Jin before it, have all taken place in the mountainous border region between the two States, and each conflict has ended in stalemate until another state has interceded, which hasn’t occurred often over the past six hundred years.”
 
   “So the State that is willing to help Yan defend its northern border can then count on their support in the future,” Liu said.
 
   “Support, yes, but little beyond mere words,” Wei answered. “There’s no way that Yan can send troops away from its volatile northern border.”
 
   “So they’re useless to anyone as a friend, and even more so as a potential conquest.”
 
   “Why would anyone want to burden themselves with that northern border?” Wei asked.
 
   Liu nodded. “So that leaves us with Qin.”
 
   “The weakest of the Seven States,” Wei said scornfully.
 
   “You don’t like them,” Liu said, turning to his apprentice.
 
   “It’s not that I don’t like them,” Wei said, “it’s just that I can’t understand why they’ve been allowed to remain one of the Seven for so long.”
 
   “They have a long history, a history in which they’ve proven their place as an equal to the other six,” Liu said.
 
   “It’s true that their ruler was named Ba and that they were declared one of the five leading states, but that was more than two hundred years ago.”
 
   “And why were they so important then?” Liu asked.
 
   Wei let out a deep sigh, not sure if he wanted to get into yet another history of one of the Seven States, but he quickly realized that Liu would give him little choice in the matter.
 
   “Qin and Jin always had good relations, even arranging marriages between one another’s families. When, nearly three centuries ago, Duke Xian of Jin died and his sons began fighting over the succession, Duke Mu of Qin was thrown into the turmoil. Duke Hui eventually assumed the throne of Jin and invaded Qin shortly afterwards. Duke Mu, not eager for another fight with Jin and looking for a diplomatic way out, learned that another of Xian’s sons was in exile in Chu. Using his vast network of contacts, Duke Mu managed to get the man back to Jin where he proved successful in overthrowing Duke Hui to become Duke Wen. Cordial relations between the two states resumed, allowing Qin to continue its expansion to the west now that the eastern border was secure.”
 
   “Did that security last?” Liu asked.
 
   “Not for long,” Wei said. “Several years later Duke Wen died and his son decided to lure Qin into a trap by attacking the small state of Zheng. Qin, believing Jin to be secretly in league with Zheng in order to get back at Qin for meddling in its affairs, retreated at the last moment. Jin, however, was ready for such a move and went in pursuit, defeating the retreating forces at the Battle of Yao where Qin suffered heavy losses. Jin was lulled into complacency by the near-route of the Qin forces, but Duke Mu didn’t forget the insult. It took three years to gather a force large enough to attack Jin, but when it was assembled the western Jin border was overrun. Duke Mu could easily have continued further into Jin, but he stopped where the Battle of Yao had taken place and held funeral services for those lost there three years earlier before sending his forces back to continue expanding Qin’s borders westward.”
 
   “It’s because of Duke Mu’s successful handling of foreign relations and his campaigns in the west that he was afforded such a place of honor among the other states,” Wei finished.
 
   “So Qin is not as weak as you’d lead me to believe,” Liu said.
 
   “But all of those things occurred more than two hundred years ago now,” Wei protested. “Qin has done nothing since then except have its eastern borders continually chipped away at, first by Jin and now by us.”
 
   “Their position within the passes precludes any serious invasion of their vast western holdings,” Liu pointed out.
 
   “I can’t have much respect for a state that lets others take away its territory one small piece at a time for more than two centuries without a word of protest or even a hint of action,” Wei said.
 
   They stopped at another bridge, the last before they were again at the compounds housing the men.
 
   “I sometimes think that Qin is the smartest of all the Seven States,” Liu said after a few minutes of staring into the water.
 
   Wei cocked his eyebrow at him. “Oh? And why is that?”
 
   “They do nothing while the other states play their political games, constantly maneuvering to gain the greatest advantage. Friends become enemies and enemies become friends and still the jockeying for position continues without end. Qin has remained outside of that for more than two hundred years, a rare thing indeed, and something the other states must learn if we truly wish to attain the kind of peace the King Weilie desires.”
 
   “But they have no respect,” Wei said.
 
   “From the other Seven States, yes,” Liu conceded, “but then they don’t have much respect for anyone but themselves anyway.”
 
   “I’m surprised that Duke Jian is even coming to Luoyang,” Wei said, “especially with the large tracts of land that’ve just been taken away from him by General Wu Qi.”
 
    “I don’t think Duke Jian cares much about the Xihe Corridor that we’ve been fighting over for the past five years. While it’s true that Qin might be the weakest of the Seven States, their territory has grown large over the years, now second only to Chu.”
 
   Wei shook his head. “Perhaps I’ll never understand Qin,” he said in exasperation.
 
   Liu laughed. “Now you’re learning!” 
 
   He clapped Wei on the back and steered him toward the path once again. 
 
   “Come, we’ve been walking for several hours now through these gardens. Let’s get back to the others – I’ve a feeling this will be our last day of waiting.”
 
    
 
   NINETEEN
 
   Marquis Wen was sitting in one of the gardens near the compound when Wu approached.
 
   “The others have arrived,” he began. “King Weilie has called all of us together tonight for a banquet.”
 
   Wen rose from his chair and began walking toward the compound. “It’s about time, we’ve only been waiting for a week.”
 
   “They’ve just arrived this afternoon,” Wu said as his father walked past.
 
   “The others know?”
 
   Wu nodded as he fell in beside his father. “Marquis’ Lie and Jing were informed by messengers from King Weilie just as I was, not more than ten minutes ago.”
 
   Wen glanced up at the sky through the trees. “We’ve got a few hours before the sun sets. I want you to find out where the others are being housed and what size retinues they have with them.”
 
   “Zhai has already taken that task upon himself,” Wu said.
 
   “I want you with him as well,” Wen said. “Find out as much as you can without approaching them. We’ve been here a week and the contacts you’ve made among the palace servants should aid you. Also, find Liu and that apprentice of his and send them to me at once.” 
 
   They reached the compound that housed their small contingent and Wen turned to look at Wu.
 
   “Do well in this task, Wu. What we learn before the others could make all the difference in the coming days.”
 
   “I’ll not disappoint you father.”
 
   Wen nodded. “Now go.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   It was dusk when the official palace representative knocked on the door and summoned Marquis Wen and his entourage. The men stepped out onto the darkening palace grounds, already alight with tree lanterns, and immediately noticed the men from Han and Zhao assembling as well. The palace representatives ushered the three groups toward the front gates of the palace where nine large chariots were waiting. 
 
   “We’re leaving the palace?” Wen asked when they reached the stone square that marked the boundary between the palace and the city.
 
   “King Weilie would like you all to accompany him to the Great Temple of Heaven within the city,” the man that had been assigned to their group for the past week told Wen as he held his arm out toward three chariots.
 
   “The Great Temple of Heaven,” Wei said quietly to Liu, echoing the man. “King Weilie plans to make a ritual sacrifice to Shangdi.”
 
   Zhai overheard the younger man. “Nonsense. Worshipping Shangdi went out of fashion when the Zhou defeated the Shang six centuries ago.”
 
   “We’ll not be worshipping Shangdi tonight,” Liu said, “but Tian.”
 
   “Shangdi, Tian; what’s the difference?” Zhai said impatiently.
 
   “A great deal,” Liu replied, unperturbed. “Shangdi is the Supreme God, while Tian is simply Heaven.”
 
   “Bah!” Zhai spat, but Wen held up his hand.
 
   “I’ve never quite understood the distinction,” he said, looking at Liu.
 
   “Worship of Shangdi was heavily dependent upon idols during the Shang Dynasty and before,” Liu said. “Since the Zhou Kings began their reign the worship of Shangdi and idols depicting him has steadily been replaced by the worship of one’s ancestors.”
 
   “Heaven is what gives the Zhou Kings the mandate to rule,” Liu continued. “While in the past it was believed that one Supreme God oversaw the affairs of men, it’s now believed that one’s ancestors are the ones most likely to take notice. They decide if those who are ruling are doing so fairly and beneficially, and grant their favor or disfavor accordingly.”
 
   “The Mandate of Heaven,” Wen said.
 
   Liu nodded. “That’s correct. It’s that Mandate which is the overriding concern for all rulers, but especially the Zhou King. It is for that reason that we’ll be going to the Great Temple of Heaven this evening to take part in the ceremony. The presence of all the rulers of the Seven States will, I’ve no doubt, make King Weilie believe that his prayers to his ancestors will be looked on in an especially favorable light.”
 
   “Nothing but show,” Zhai said.
 
   “As if I haven’t seen you pray to family members in the past,” Wen said with a slight smile. He turned back to the other five men. “We’re all worshipping men here; it’d be folly to be anything but. If King Weilie wants us to join him in that worship then we’ll gladly do so.”
 
   Their attendant smiled, no doubt happy to see the conversation coming to an end, and once again raised his arm for the men to step onto the chariots. 
 
   “Couldn’t decide who would drive?” Marquis Jing yelled out with a smile as his three chariots sped past the still huddled men.
 
   Wen smiled back and waved his arm, but then turned and cast a glance at his men that was all business. They were in the chariots within moments and Wen cracked the whip hard against the horse’s flanks, causing it and the chariot to jump as they got underway.
 
   * * * * *
 
   The Great Temple of Heaven in Luoyang was the largest such temple in all of the Seven States. Instead of just being a single large building, the Great Temple of Heaven was in fact several smaller temples, or halls, built close together. Even in the darkening night the large gable-roofed spire of the largest of those Halls could be made out when the chariots were still a great distance from the temple grounds. Sticking out above the surrounding trees and buildings, the hall had several square levels which rose one atop the other seven times. Each level was constructed with a gabled-roof of blue wood that stuck out from the base so that the whole temple gave the appearance of flying in the sky. The next level would rise atop that wooden roof until the seventh and last level ended the ascent to heaven with the largest of the roofs, and the most ornate. 
 
   Wen had seen it several times during his trips into the city while waiting for the other rulers to show up, and he’d stood marveling at its construction for several silent minutes each time. Now he would be under those wooden eaves, inside the larger hall of the main temple below.
 
   The other rulers must have left the palace before the other three groups, for Wen didn’t see any indication of them on the road. Marquis Jing’s men rode ahead in three chariots while behind their own three came those carrying Marquis Lie’s men. No matter, Wen thought to himself. Wu and Zhai had both seen the men as they’d arrived in the palace a few hours earlier, and Wen had been briefed fully as they’d waited for their summons. There would be no surprises tonight, of that Wen was sure. 
 
   The chariots rounded the last bend in the road that brought them on the straight tree-lined boulevard that led to the entrance of the temple grounds. All along the route red lanterns hung from trees and burned brightly, casting a red glow on the men below. Their pace slowed as they got closer to the large stone gateway that marked the temple boundaries, and within moments they were passing under it. The road continued on for several hundred yards with large tree-filled gardens on either side while the stone wall rose up behind them and continued on to either side. An eerie silence descended on them as they drove down the now dirt road toward the main halls of the temple, even the chariots seemingly under the structure’s spell. 
 
   Ahead Marquis Jing steered his men’s chariots around in a circle as they reached the end of the road and then brought them to a stop. All around them were other chariots, each being pulled or steered off the main road by temple attendants. Wen counted more than a dozen, and it was obvious that the men from Chu, Qin, and Yan had brought more men than those from Wei, Han, and Zhao.
 
   The men from the three states all gathered together.
 
   “Appears we’re the last to arrive,” Lie said.
 
   “Looks that way,” Wen replied.
 
   Jing gestured toward the other chariots that were still being driven away. “And we’re outnumbered, too.”
 
   “How many men did the others bring with them?” Lie asked.
 
   “Too many,” Wen said quickly before anyone else could answer. He knew full well how many men each group had brought, but he didn’t want to give that information out freely. Beside, he told himself as the palace attendants again gestured for them to move up the large stone staircase that led toward the first temple hall, the others would know soon enough, if they didn’t already.
 
   The stairs were long and tapered, just as those in the palace had been, and it took the group more than a minute to ascend to the top. Once there the first hall of the temple, the Hall of the Sun, rose up to meet them. Carved all along its stone exterior were large sunbursts, many dyed yellow and orange. The group walked toward the open doorway and was soon making its way through. The temple was nearly empty, the only noticeable features being the large painted ceiling that depicted the sun moving through each of the four seasons. It took them less time to walk through the Hall than it did for them to ascend the stairs leading to it. 
 
   Once they’d exited through the back doors they were again in a large gardened area with a long dirt road in front of them. Trees rose on either side, but unlike the entrance to the Temple grounds they’d passed over earlier, this area was much smaller. Fifty yards ahead of them was a crossroads leading to each point of the compass. To the left they could reach the Hall of the Moon, Wen knew, while the path to the right would lead them to the Hall of the Earth, each as splendid as that they’d just passed through. In the center of the crossroads, in the middle of the road actually, was the Imperial Vault of Heaven. This stone structure was smaller than any of the four halls that led away from it, but it was arguably the most important. Only the size of a large mausoleum, the Vault housed the Spirit Tablets, ancient clay markers that had been used during the time of the Shang Kings and the Xia Kings before them when they’d worshipped Shangdi.
 
   The group walked silently down the large road, up to and then around the Imperial Vault of Heaven, and toward the last and most important hall, the Hall of Good Harvests. 
 
   The Hall of Good Harvests was circular, unlike the square shapes of the other Halls, and had been constructed that way to depict the cyclical nature of the seasons, the source of all food and the lifeblood of the people. The hall was a magnificent triple-gabled building, more than thirty meters in diameter and nearly forty meters tall, built on three levels of marble stone base. The building was completely wooden, not a single nail having been used in its construction. The hall had four inner pillars which represented the four seasons; twelve middle pillars which represented the twelve months of the year; and twelve outer pillars which represented the twelve traditional hours of the day. The gabled-roofs were constructed with blue tiles, depicting the heavens above. 
 
   The hall was fully alight, unlike the others they’d passed through and by, and as they drew nearer they could make out voices within. A few stone steps rose from the dirt road toward the entrance and within moments the men were staring at several dozen people milling about within.
 
   The voices hushed as those within saw the newest arrivals, and many of the men turned to get a better look at the silhouetted men standing before them.
 
   “Suddenly we’re the center of attention,” Jing said quietly to Wen next to him.
 
   Wen nodded but continued to stare into the sea of people within the temple. Finally, after several moments of tense silence, Wen stepped forward and the others slowly followed. The voices inside the Hall resumed and the tense moment passed.
 
   There was no real way to differentiate one group of people from another. All wore the same style of robes, and different colors could be seen on people all about the Hall. The Hall was well-lighted, however, and Wen easily scanned the crowd, looking for familiar faces. Which state to single out first for an initial conversation would prove important and would set the tone for relations with the other States, Wen knew. He was spared from making that choice, however, when a voice called out to him.
 
   “Wen! Marquis Wen.”
 
   Wen turned about, looking for whomever it was that was calling his name, when Wu put his arm on his shoulder and pointed to his left.
 
   “Marquis Bei of Yan,” Wu said, nodding toward the man that was moving through the crowd toward them.
 
   Wen nodded and smiled as Marquis Bei approached, although he couldn’t have been more upset with this first meeting. Yan was a weak state, second only to Qin, and Wen would never have chosen to speak with its marquis first. There was nothing to do for that now, however, so Wen did the best he could to make an unfortunate situation work to his advantage.
 
   “Marquis Bei,” he said as cheerfully as he could while Bei approached, bowing low when the man was only a few feet away.
 
   Bei smiled even more at the gesture and returned the bow. His long black hair, tied back in a braid, was offset by the dark red robes and even darker red sash he used to tie them. His eyes were small and unassuming and Wen noticed immediately that there was nothing particularly noticeable about this man who’d been ruling the State of Yan for the past five years.
 
   “It’s an honor to meet you at last,” Bei said when he reached Wen, clasping his hand in his own.
 
   Wen gritted his teeth at the sudden handshake but smiled despite the sudden and unwanted intrusion. 
 
   “It is I who am honored,” Wen replied, while thinking of a way to get away from this man as quickly as possible.
 
   Bei continued to shake Wen’s hand for another few moments before releasing his grip and taking a step back so as to better size Wen up. Wen noticed that Bei didn’t appear to be much older than his son Wu, but he knew in truth that the man was little more than ten years younger than himself. Whatever dyes and creams the man was using on his hair and face were working wonders, and Wen made a mental note to procure some for a few of his women at court.
 
   Bei looked Wen up and down for a moment then folded his arms in front of his chest, the long arms of his robes nearly touching the floor.
 
   “Marquis Wen, let me be the first to congratulate you here tonight on your dual victories in Zhongshan and in the Xihe area of Qin.”
 
   Wen bowed his head at the remark and genuinely smiled for the first time that evening.
 
   “Thank you very much, Marquis Bei.” Wen folded is own arms in front of himself and leaned back to study Bei for a moment. “Tell me, Marquis Bei, how goes your fight against the barbarians to your north?”
 
   Bei peered down at the floor and shook his head before meeting Wen’s eyes once again. “It’s a never-ending struggle. One year we raid them and the next year they raid us, each time from a different location, each time with a different leader.”
 
   “The new wall that you’re constructing along the most troublesome spots on your border should help,” Wen said.
 
   Bei’s eyes narrowed in surprise for just a moment before he masked his face once again. “That is correct. Already we’ve been able to fend off the barbarian attacks from on high, twice winning battles without a single loss of life on our own side.”
 
   “That is impressive,” Wen said truthfully.
 
   “How long did it take to construct the new defensive fortifications?” Zhai asked, moving up suddenly next to Wen.
 
   Bei glanced from Zhai to Wen then back to Zhai before he answered. 
 
   “Several months in each location, I’m afraid. It really tied up our resources, but it was worth it.”
 
   Zhai stepped in closer so that he was nearly blocking Bei’s view of Wen. “And the barbarians gave your workers no trouble.”
 
   “They did at first, but then…” 
 
   Bei’s voice faded as Wen moved away. He made a mental note to thank Zhai later for his timely interruption. From reports he’d received on Bei in the past he knew that the man could talk endlessly, and the last thing he wanted was to be seen talking to the Marquis of Yan all evening long. 
 
   He stepped further into the crowd of advisors and military officials from the various states, talking with no one as his eyes scanned the Hall. After a few moments Liu was beside him and nodding toward a distant figure on the other side of the Hall.
 
   “Duke Kang has been speaking with Marquis Dao of Chu since he arrived here,” Liu said. “Marquis Jing just a few minutes ago approached Marquis Dao to introduce himself, but Kang brusquely ended the encounter soon after it began.”
 
   “It seems he wants the Marquis all to himself,” Wen said as he stared at the ruler of the State of Chu. 
 
   Dao’s dark grey robes matched his dark grey hair, which was left loose and flowed down past his shoulders. The white sash that tied his robes matched his large, bushy white eyebrows which nearly hid his piercing brown eyes from even the closest observers. Those brown eyes were staring out at the crowd of people milling about the Hall while he listened to Kang droning on beside him, nodding occasionally, but to all appearances wishing he hadn’t been trapped by his northern neighbor.
 
   “Perhaps Kang is hoping to elicit more support in his fight against House Tian,” Liu said.
 
   “Let us find out,” Wen said as he stepped past Liu and headed through the people toward where both Kang and Dao were standing.
 
   As Wen threaded through the crowd and got closer to the two rulers he saw that Dao noticed him first. To Wen it seemed as though the Marquis visibly relaxed at his appearance, perhaps relieved for someone else to put their voice forth. When Kang noticed Wen, however, Wen could see his eyes narrow and his body became rigid. He stopped speaking as Wen stepped in front of the two.
 
   “Marquis Dao,” Wen began, “it’s good to finally meet you. I never had the honor of meeting your father, but I knew your grandfather, Marquis Jian, quite well.”
 
   “He always spoke highly of you, Marquis Wen,” Dao replied with a smile.
 
   “I was sorry when he died, although he’d certainly lived a good, long life.”
 
   “Not as long as his father before him,” Dao replied.
 
   Wen smiled. “Yes, many can hope to rule for more than fifty years, but few can actually do it.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know about that, Wen,” Kang said. “You’re well on your way.”
 
   Wen shook his head. “I’m not there yet.”
 
   “You also knew my great-grandfather quite well, didn’t you?” Dao asked, his tone curious.
 
   “Yes, Marquis Wei was known to me, although we never had the relationship that he and my father had.”
 
   Dao nodded but said nothing else. A few moments passed in a tense silence as the three men looked at one another. Dao for some reason seemed reticent to speak, Wen noticed, while Kang looked as though he was simply waiting for Wen to walk away as Jing had done a few minutes before. Wen wouldn’t be cowed by the ruler of Qi, however, and pressed on despite the sudden awkwardness of the meeting.
 
   “I don’t see Marquis Yi here,” he said. “Was Yue not invited to Luoyang?”
 
   “You know full-well that only the Seven States are attending,” Kang said icily.
 
   “I spoke by message with Marquis Yi shortly before I left Danyang,” Dao said, ignoring Kang’s comment completely. “He wished me well at this meeting and gave no indication that he was upset at not having been invited.”
 
   “Yue is one of the strongest states in the country right now,” Wen said, “stronger even than many of the Seven.” 
 
   Wen looked right at Kang with his last remark and saw Kang’s eyes narrow even further. The man truly was beginning to hate Wen, but instead of feeling any kind of threat from the man, Wen only felt indifference.
 
   
  
 

“They’ve done nothing substantial since they defeated the State of Wu nearly eighty years ago,” Kang said.
 
   He did well to keep the anger he must have been feeling from his voice, Wen noticed. 
 
   “Well, Chu has done nothing for just as long,” Wen ventured, knowing full well that he was now treading on perilous ground, “but you don’t hear talk that they’re a weak state.”
 
   Wen looked at Dao but saw no change in his countenance at the wildly false remark. All in the Seven States, and most in the smaller states, knew full-well that Chu was so bogged-down by its massive bureaucracy that it couldn’t act if it wanted to.
 
   “The past fifty years has been a time of peace among the Seven States, and I think it should remain that way,” Dao said solemnly.
 
   Wen nodded. “A wise sentiment indeed, and one that King Weilie will be happy to hear. One of the reasons he’s called us all together is to strengthen the bonds of friendship between us.” 
 
   Wen noticed Kang roll his eyes at that, but he said nothing, and the conversation lulled once again. Instead of trying to resume it, Wen bowed and took a step back.
 
   “I’ll leave you two men alone now,” he said. “I just wanted to formally introduce myself to you. Marquis Dao, Duke Kang.” He took another step back, bowed, and then turned and headed back into the crowd. After a few steps Liu was once again at his side.
 
   “What do you think,” he asked in a hushed voice.
 
   “He has wisdom beyond his years,” Wen answered. “It’s a shame that his father and grandfather left him with such a sorry state of affairs.”
 
   “It’ll be difficult to extricate Chu from its massive bureaucratic mess,” Liu said.
 
   “If not impossible,” Wen said. “Dao mentioned that he spoke with Marquis Yi of Yue before he left for Luoyang, and that Yi was cordial.” Wen stopped and turned to face Liu. “Tell me, Liu, why is it that Yue hasn’t yet invaded Chu?”
 
   Liu took a deep breath and let it out as his eyes stared up at the ceiling in thought. 
 
   “Many reasons,” he said after a few moments, “not the least of which is that Chu is one of the Seven States and Yue is not.”
 
   “That hasn’t stopped other upstarts from attacking larger states before,” Wen pointed out.
 
   “No, it has not, but the whole reason that Yue has the position that it does today is because of Chu.”
 
   Wen nodded. “They never would’ve been allowed to grow as strong as they have without the support of Chu.”
 
   “Chu needed a counterweight to the threat it was feeling from Wu. When Yue conquered Wu seventy years ago that counterweight was gone. Yue has bided its time since then, taking its cues from Chu.”
 
   “Cues which haven’t come,” Wen said.
 
   “It’s hard to tell what Marquis Yi is thinking,” Liu admitted, “and I doubt that Marquis Dao will reveal the true situation to anyone here.”
 
   Wen nodded and then turned away from his advisor. He started scanning the Hall once again.
 
   “Now, if I can just have a few words with Duke Jian of Qin I’ll have spoken with everyone.”
 
   “He was over near the wall speaking with Marquis Lie a few minutes ago,” Liu said, pointing toward the eastern wall of the circular hall.
 
   “I don’t see him,” Wen said.
 
   Liu looked around, his face taking on a puzzled expression. “Nor do I. Could he have stepped outside?”
 
   “Not likely. King Weilie will arrive any minute and no one would leave without seeing him first.”
 
   “He must be here somewhere, I-”
 
   “Marquis Wen,” came a voice from behind them, cutting Liu off.
 
   Both men spun around to see Duke Jian standing behind them, his flowing white robes hanging loosely on his body. He was taller than most of the other rulers that Wen had spoken with, his long black hair braided in a queue down his back. His long black mustache flowed down into his beard which flowed down to his chest and was oiled to end in two points. While oils and dyes might have been applied to his hair, making him appear younger from a distance, the sunken eyes set deeply into his lined and tired face belied his true age.
 
   “Duke Jian,” Wen said in surprise, “I was just looking for you!”
 
   Jian smiled. “I feel honored to hear you say that, Marquis Wen.”
 
   If Jian was at all angry over the Xihe area that’d recently been conquered on Wen’s orders by General Wu Qi, he gave no indication.
 
   “How are you, Jian. It’s been several years since we last saw one another,” Wen said.
 
   “Ten, to be exact,” Jian replied. “And to answer your question, I’m about the same as I was the last time you saw me, although certainly feeling my age a bit more.”
 
   Wen nodded. Duke Jian was certainly one of the oldest rulers in all the Seven States, although he’d not been ruling long, only fifteen years. Wen had last seen him when they’d agreed to meet in a small town on the border between their two states. Wen had called the meeting, hoping to persuade Jian to give up the Xihe area in exchange for support against the Rong Tribes that Qin was then subduing to the west. Jian had refused the offer, although both men left on good terms. It wasn’t until five years later that Wen decided to go ahead and invade the Xihe area despite Jian. Wen had rationalized his decision on the basis that Xihe had historically been an area of contention between Chu and Jin, having passed back and forth over the generations countless times so that the people there were an even mix from both states. While Jian had sent in troops to fight against Wu Qi’s armies, neither man had sent a single message to the other in the whole five-year long fight.
 
    “I thought that I’d have at least received a message from you at some point over the past five years,” Wen said after a moment.
 
   Jian shook his head and looked away for a moment. “There was little need. Words wouldn’t have curbed your appetite for territory, and my response would have been the same as at our first meeting.”
 
   Wen frowned. “Many lives could have been saved on both sides if we’d settled things diplomatically.”
 
   A slight smile appeared on Jian’s face at that comment. 
 
   “Did you give Duke Wu the chance to settle things diplomatically before you flooded Zhongshan?”
 
   “I gave him many chances,” Wen replied firmly. “He made it clear that he would not negotiate.”
 
   “All who come up against Wei are given only one choice in your negotiations, Wen,” Jian said. “Either they capitulate and give in to Wei’s demands or they’re crushed. Rarely do you experience defeat, so you have no inkling of what it feels like to be on the losing side.”
 
   “And what does it feel like?” Wen said, his anger rising at Jian’s words.
 
   Jian waved his hand in the air, dismissing the comment. 
 
   “The Xihe area is better in your hands than in mine,” he said. “The area wasn’t as easily defensible as my territories further inland, and besides, the farther away I am from the other Seven States the safer I feel.”
 
   “That didn’t keep you from fighting over it for five long years,” Wen said.
 
   Jian raised his eyebrows and tilted his head. “I don’t like to give up something for nothing.”
 
   “I think that you’re acting like the loss was nothing to concern yourself with,” Wen said, “when in fact you feel that loss quite substantially. It hurts, doesn’t it Jian, knowing that you’re the weakest of the Seven, and with no hope of bettering your situation?”
 
   Jian gritted his teeth and clenched his fists at his side, but said nothing.
 
   “And you know too,” Wen continued, “that at some point one of the other states, perhaps even a smaller one, will eventually grow tired of your weak status and invade, and Qin will be nothing more than a faint and distant memory, a lesson of what a ruler should not do.”
 
   Wen’s heart was racing as he finished his tirade, but instead of feeling relief he just felt more anger and frustration. It’d not been his intention to confront Jian when he’d seeking him out; it was just something in the man’s countenance and refusal to be sorry for his recent losses of territory that had caused Wen to go off. Even now Jian just stood in front of him, a bit perturbed, but still holding that same air of superiority about him when all in the room knew that it was a façade.
 
   “Well, then, Wen,” Jian said after a few moments had passed, “it’s lucky for me that King Weilie will insist upon peace between all of the Seven States, isn’t it?”
 
   Wen nodded. “Lucky indeed.”
 
   “Have a pleasant stay in Luoyang,” Jian said with a slight bow.
 
   “You as well,” Wen replied with a similar bow.
 
   The two men eyed one another for a moment longer before Wen turned away and headed back into the crowd of rulers, heirs, and advisors.
 
   “I can’t believe him!” Wen said as quietly as he could to Liu beside him when they were away from Jian. “He acts as though the loss of Xihe was exactly what he wanted!”
 
   “Perhaps by discounting the Xihe area he views himself as aloof from the affairs of the other states,” Liu ventured. “Qin has been extending its territory westward for nearly two centuries; the loss of Xihe to him means that there will be more troops available to continue that expansion.”
 
   “If that was the case then why’d he fight me for five years over land he didn’t want in the first place?”
 
   Liu shook his head. “It’s hard to say what’s going on inside another man’s head. There is always the chance, however remote, that he had an agreement with another ruler to fight you as long as possible, tying up forces that you yourself could have used against another state.”
 
   “What other state would I have attacked?” Wen scoffed. “And which of the rulers here tonight would lower himself by allying with the weakest of the Seven States?”
 
   “Perhaps it wasn’t one of the Seven but one of the smaller states,” Liu said. “Jian is in such a position that he cannot expect much support from his counterparts among the Seven, but instead has to seek out support among the upstart states that want to become one of the Seven some day.”
 
   Wen chuckled to himself. “If that’s the case than Qin is truly in a far-worse position than I’d realized. The day that I begin allying myself with smaller states is the day Wei is finished.”
 
   “Perhaps that’s the only way that Jian can see for Qin to continue,” Liu said, then waved his hand in the air. “But this is all conjecture; we’ll probably never know what is motivating Jian to act the way he does.”
 
   “And I’d rather not spend any more time this evening thinking about it,” Wen said before stopping and holding his arms out in front of him. “I see you’ve escaped from the clutches of Bei,” he said with a laugh.
 
   Zhai nodded as he approached. “Only after every possible avenue of conversation was exhausted, even the weather!”
 
   Wen laughed again. “That one can sure talk. I thank you, Zhai, for saving me from that cruel fate.”
 
   “What is a Minister of War for but to save his ruler from his enemies?”
 
   Wen clapped Zhai on the shoulder. “Good attitude, my friend.”
 
   The crowd began to grow quiet as most of the lanterns in the Hall were extinguished. Several white-robed men were moving into the Hall from both the north and south entryways and they dispersed around the circular wall. Others moved into the crowd and began instructing the people to move into a circular formation, which they began to do slowly. It took several minutes but soon all the men were standing in a circle a few feet from the walls, the white-robed attendants standing in a larger circle behind them. 
 
   A large gong was struck somewhere outside the Hall and all eyes went to the north entrance in anticipation of King Weilie’s arrival. The gong was struck again, and then once more before a white-robed figure appeared at the south entrance, a bright purple sash tied tight about his waist. In his hands he held several clay tablets, large rectangular objects that were so large he had to prop them against his upper arms as he carried them. These were the Spirit Tablets, the men knew, taken from the Imperial Vault of Heaven for just this occasion. A slight murmur arose among the rulers and their retinues, and all knew that King Weilie had arrived and the ceremony begun.
 
   Three more white-robed men came into the Hall behind King Weilie, each pulling a rope tied to a wheeled-cart. Atop the cart sat a large iron cauldron with three legs. It was about half the height of a man, and from the way that the three men strained against the rope, it must have weighed several tons.
 
   “One of the tripod cauldrons!” Wen said quietly to Wu beside him.
 
   “Do you think there will be more?” Wu asked.
 
   Wen didn’t answer as another three men came into the Hall pulling another cauldron behind them, then another group of three with yet another cauldron. King Weilie walked slowly with the large tablets in his arms and the men pulling the cauldrons even more slowly behind him. The first three men who were pulling a cauldron moved to the northernmost edge of the circle of men and carefully positioned the cauldron, the other two groups moving further along the edge of the circle to position theirs. After another few moments another group appeared pulling yet another cauldron. The process continued, with mutterings of awe from those present, as more cauldrons appeared until there were nine evenly spaced around the circle of men.
 
   The Hall became deathly silent as the last of the white-robed men that had brought the cauldrons left the way they’d come. The men stared at the nine tripod cauldrons in silence, each now wholly aware that they were experiencing a moment in history that few ever saw. Never in any of their lifetimes had the nine tripod cauldrons been in one place together for a ceremony. The last time, all present knew, was nearly three hundred years earlier when King Xi of Zhou made Wu of Quwo the official ruler of the State of Jin in a ceremony with the other major States of the day, Qin, Chu, and Qi, present. That had ushered in a time of peace between the States that had lasted until Duke Wu of Jin’s death and the troubles that then plagued the State over his heirs’ succession.
 
   King Weilie walked to the center of the circle of men and cauldron’s and turned around in a complete circle as he looked at each of the men there. He looked up at the white-robed men standing against the walls and nodded and four left their positions and came to him. They took the tablets from his arms and carried them back to the walls to four niches, two on each wall, depicting the sun, moon, earth, and harvest. There they set the tablets then resumed their places. King Weilie raised his arms up and addressed the assembled men.
 
   “There has not been an assemblage like this in three hundred years,” he said, the walls of the Hall amplifying his voice for all to easily hear. “I have called you all here this evening so that we may worship and pray to those that have come before us, and to Shangdi above, that we may have peace for many years to come.”
 
   King Weilie turned back to the south entrance to where two white-robed men were leading a large black bull into the Hall. The animal could smell that something wasn’t quite right and began to pull at the rope, but the men leading it were strong and managed to get the massive beast inside.
 
   “I would ask that the rulers of the Seven States come down and stand next to a cauldron,” King Weilie said.
 
   There was a few moments of hesitation as the men looked at one another, then Marquis Lie moved forward, quickly followed by the other rulers from around the circle. Within moments each man was standing next to one of the tripod cauldrons.
 
   King Weilie nodded and several more white-robed men came into the Hall bearing nine large golden chalices. They gave one to each of the rulers and one to King Weilie. The last was placed on the floor near the nervous bull. 
 
   King Weilie nodded again and one of the white-robed men stepped forward and pulled a large, curved knife from inside his robes and handed it to the King. The man quickly stepped away and within a moment only the rulers of the Seven States and King Weilie were standing inside the inner circle. The only sound was the bull stamping its hooves nervously on the wooden floor.
 
   King Weilie raised his arms, the knife held in one hand up toward the high ceiling.
 
   “Our mighty ancestors, we ask for your aid and guidance here tonight,” he said loudly, his words becoming shouts as they were amplified around the Hall. “Show us the way of peace so that our children may prosper and grow strong. Show us the way of peace so that our lands may become bountiful and all will have much. Show us the way of peace so that we may honor you. Let the blood spilled here tonight be the last that is spilled among us!”
 
   In a sudden movement King Weilie brought his arms down and took a step toward the bull. The animal took a step back but was caught off-guard by the King’s quickness. Before many in the Hall knew what was occurring the knife in King Weilie’s hand flashed toward the bull and then came back, red with blood. The bull staggered for a moment then dropped down onto its forelegs as a bright red spray of blood shot out from its throat.
 
   “Quickly, fill the chalices!” the king said to the rulers standing around the cauldrons as he bent down and took up his own chalice and put it to the stream of blood issuing from the bull’s throat.
 
   The moment of shock was replaced by the realization of what was happening and the rulers stepped forward to fill their golden chalices with the blood of the dying bull. Wen was the fourth in line to fill his chalice, the stream from the animal’s throat still flowing strong. After only a few moments his chalice was full and he stepped back to his cauldron. When all of the chalices had been filled, including the last which no ruler was present for so filled by King Weilie, the men stood by silently and stared at the bull. The animal was down on all four legs by this time and its eyes were growing heavy. It took another few minutes before the bull slumped over onto its side and the line of blood from its throat became just a faint trickle.
 
   King Weilie held the extra chalice up in front of him. “We need another man to fill the last cauldron,” he said in his amplified voice. “A man that will become a ruler when it is his time.”
 
   A faint murmur rose from the circle of men behind the cauldrons. Many knew the suspicions concerning the worship of the Gods. If a man was to put himself forward as a ruler before his time came, then it would surly bring about the death of the current ruler who he was meant to follow. It had happened before, during a ceremony to Shangdi several hundred years earlier and attended by the rulers of Jin. It had been a similar situation where there were too many tripod cauldrons and not enough rulers. An heir had called out that he would fill the last cauldron, and shortly thereafter his father had died, with turmoil engulfing Jin for several years thereafter. Similar occurrences had taken place among the smaller states over the years, and the mutterings were about that.
 
   “I will fill it,” Wu said, stepping forward to stand next to his father.
 
   King Weilie looked from Wu to Wen and then nodded his head. “It has been decided,” he said, and held out the last chalice to Wu.
 
   Wen felt pride that his son had volunteered where the others had been afraid, but he too knew the superstitions and he felt an equal amount of nervousness. Wu clapped him on the back as he stepped past to take the chalice from King Weilie and then make his way to the last of the cauldrons. 
 
   King Weilie stepped up to his cauldron and then raised his chalice up.
 
   “Peace!” he called out more loudly than he’d spoken earlier, and his voice echoed about the Hall.
 
   “Peace!” the other eight men said together, and then they too raised their chalices.
 
   King Weilie nodded and each man put the chalice to his lips and took a sip, then spilled the blood into the tripod cauldron beside them. Nine white-robed men then came into the Hall from both entrances carrying large wooden mallets. They walked around the circle of men handing each a mallet and taking the chalice. Within moments they were gone again and King Weilie looked at each of the eight men once again.
 
   “Let our ancestors and Shangdi hear our prayers,” he said, and raised his mallet up over his shoulder.
 
   The eight other men did the same and in one swift motion nine mallets were swung down to strike against the nine tripod cauldrons. The Hall echoed with the reverberation of the iron cauldrons, a clanging sound that was different from any sound the men had ever heard before. Again King Weilie raised his mallet and again the nine men struck the cauldrons, and then once more. King Weilie then lowered the head of his mallet to the floor and clutched its handle tightly, his face awash in sweat.
 
   “The ceremony is complete,” he cried out. “Pray let the Gods be happy!
 
    
 
   TWENTY
 
   “I about fainted when that bull’s blood started to spray,” Duke Bei of Yan admitted.
 
   Duke Dao of Chu nodded in agreement. “I thought I’d be sick!”
 
   “I didn’t think a bull had that much blood in it,” Marquis Jing of Han said. “How long did that spray last? Five minutes?”
 
   “Closer to ten, I’d say,” Marquis Lie of Zhao replied.
 
   “Well, whatever it was, it seemed to last forever,” Marquis Jing said.
 
   “And how about those cauldrons?” Duke Jian of Qin added. “I don’t think I’ll hear right for a week with all the ringing in my ears.”
 
   Marquis Wen of Wei leaned in close to Duke Jian and made a puzzled face.
 
   “Sorry, what did you say?”
 
   The table erupted in laughter and Marquis Wen sat back in his chair with a large smile on his face.
 
   The rulers of the Seven States sat around a large circular table, their heirs seated next to them. The men had been shown from the Hall of Good Harvests as soon as the ceremony had concluded and taken to a building adjacent to the Temple of Heaven grounds. There waiting for them were fresh robes – for many of them had been splattered by the blood of the bull during the ceremony. They were given time to change and then shown into a large dining hall where they were presented with foods from each of the Seven States as well as prodigious amounts of wine to go with them. King Weilie had disappeared after the ceremony, but the men were assured that he’d be attending them later to make an announcement.
 
   “That hall can sure echo, can’t it?” Wu of Wei said as he reached for the decanter of wine sitting nearest and filled the two glasses beside him, his father’s and Marquis Jing’s, before filling his own.
 
   “The construction on the Hall of Good Harvests is designed with acoustics in mind,” Hu Yan said from across the table, his father looking on approvingly. “The faintest whisper is meant to be picked up by the chamber and amplified tenfold. I doubt that King Weilie was speaking much louder than if he’d been standing in front of you.”
 
   “What I want to know,” Xian of Qin said, “is how many of those white-robed attendants King Weilie has in that Temple. It seemed like more just kept coming in and coming in.”
 
   Several men around the table nodded at the young man’s words. Of all the heirs sitting around the table, Xian of Qin was decidedly the youngest, and with good reason. He was actually the grandson of Duke Jian, his father having been killed during a campaign against one of the numerous Rong Tribes that Qin was constantly fighting against in their westward expansion.
 
   “If you take into account the ones standing behind us against the wall, the ones that carried in the nine tripod cauldrons, and those that brought in the bull and chalices, I’d say there were at least thirty,” Lei Han, Marquis Jing’s son, said.
 
   “Most likely many of them played dual roles so there weren’t that many,” Su Chu said.
 
   “It was quite the elaborate ceremony,” Duke Dao said quickly and with a sharp look at his son. While he expected a certain amount of second-guessing and animosity to break out at the table before the night was through, especially with the amount of wine flowing, he didn’t want his son to be the one that caused it.
 
   Marquis Jing shook his head. “I never in all my life thought I’d see all nine tripod cauldrons in one location.”
 
   “It was amazing to see them all assembled here,” Duke Bei said, “but surely some of you must have known that there was a chance of that?”
 
   “King Weilie personally requested that I send for my tripod cauldron when he learned that I was sending word back to Linzi for my son to attend me here,” Duke Kang said, the only man at the table without his heir present. “I thought that he’d make similar requests to many of you, and that he’d then assemble three, perhaps even five of the cauldrons here.” He shook his head much as Marquis Jing had done a moment before. “Never did I expect he’d get all nine.”
 
   “He sent word to me to bring my cauldron along before I even left Danyang,” Duke Dao said. “It was quite the undertaking moving it all the way here in the bed of a single chariot, but we managed.”
 
   “It took four horses to pull the chariot that carried mine,” Duke Jian said. “The roads through the passes from Qin lands into Han lands are not the best or easiest to travel in normal circumstances. Hauling a cauldron that weighs more than seven tons will test the patience of even the calmest of men.”
 
   All around the table nodded at that, especially those that’d brought cauldrons with them.
 
   “That accounts for three of the cauldrons,” Marquis Lie said, “but what of the other six? I certainly don’t have one back in Handan.”
 
   “Nor do I have one in my capital,” Marquis Jing said. “Wen, do you?”
 
   Marquis Wen shook his head. “No, the other three are still held by Duke Lie in Jiang. Jin has had three of the cauldrons in its possession ever since King Xi of Zhou gave them to Duke Wu of Jin nearly three hundred years ago.”
 
   “And the other three have resided here in Luoyang,” Duke Bei said, “for Yan has never had one.”
 
   The men nodded and the table lapsed into silence for a few minutes as wine cups were filled and the remaining plates of food picked at.
 
   “Your son chose not to escort the cauldron?” Duke Dao asked after a time, and all eyes went to Duke Kang.
 
   Kang shook his head. “We decided that it would be better for him to remain in Linzi.”
 
   “Has there been any indication of what Fei Tian plans to do?” Duke Jian asked.
 
   Several of the sons whispered to their father’s in surprise that news of the battle that’d resulted in Tai of Tian’s capture in Qi, and then his subsequent death at the hands of Marquis Wen, had reached as far west as Qin.
 
   “There’s been no word from him, nor do we expect any,” Kang said defiantly. “The threat from House Tian is finished, as far as I’m concerned. Tai Tian’s death has ensured that.”
 
   “So he is dead?” Duke Dao asked. “There were rumors in Chu, but nothing that could be proved.”
 
   “I killed him myself,” Marquis Wen said suddenly. He gave a cold look to Duke Kang, for he hadn’t wanted word of Tai Tian’s death to become known so soon. There was nothing to do for that now, however, so he might as well take credit where credit was due.
 
   There were mumblings around the table before Wen spoke again.
 
   “There was no reason for him to die except that he pulled his sword on me while I stood before him unarmed. Perhaps he would have acted differently if he’d known that I had a dagger hidden within my robes,” he shrugged, “perhaps not. Either way, his death was brought on by himself, and I expect no retaliation from his son when the truth of the matter gets out.” He gave each of the men around the table a stern look before continuing. “However, if he does decide to come against Wei looking for vengeance, I can assure you that the House of Tian will be no more.”
 
   Several of the men nodded at Wen’s words; they didn’t have the slightest doubt that the State of Wei could finish off the upstart House of Tian in several months if it wanted to, something that had eluded Duke Kang and his family for a century.
 
   “It’s a bit odd, don’t you think, that Jin’s cauldrons were present at the ceremony, but Marquis Lie was not,” Duke Bei said after a tense minute of silence had passed in which most of the men stared into their cups or at the food turning cold in front of them.
 
   “That’s because Jin is to be no more,” Duke Kang said loudly, before taking a large sip of wine. “That is why I am sitting here before you tonight and not Tai Tian. It was agreed between Wen and myself that I would suggest to King Weilie that Wei, Han, and Zhao be elevated to the status of The Three Jins, something I’D be much more qualified to do than Tai, considering the warm relationship between my father and the King.”
 
   Many of the men at the table subtly shook their heads at Kang’s words. He’d eaten very little since they’d arrived at the table, and it was obvious that he was becoming drunk.
 
   Wen stared daggers at Kang, but the look only seemed to embolden him further.
 
   “I’m sure, however, that now that I’ve fulfilled my part of the bargain, Marquis Wen will waste no time in putting the same dagger to my throat that he put to Tai’s.”
 
   “Enough!” Wen shouted, rising from the table. “You’re drunk!”
 
   “Not drunk enough to see the truth before me!” Kang shouted back as he too stood up from the table.
 
   Several of the attendants that’d served the food and drink and were now standing against the walls moved forward, but Wen stopped them with an upraised hand.
 
   “If you should die it will be because of your own incompetence, and Wei will have nothing to do with it,” he said in a calm voice. “King Weilie this night has prayed to the Gods for peace between us, and I mean to do my part to see that prayer answered.”
 
   All the men around the table murmured their agreement to Wen’s words, and he slowly sat back in his chair. Kang continued to stand and stare angrily at him however, and was still standing when the two large double-doors at the end of the dining hall opened and King Weilie stepped inside.
 
   Each man in the room rose when they saw the King standing there looking at them. They bowed low, and King Weilie began moving toward the table. Duke Bei and his son Hu, as well as Duke Dao and his son Su, the four closest to the doors, quickly began clearing away dishes and cups and two of the attendants came forward bearing chairs.
 
   “I hope the meal is to your satisfaction,” King Weilie said when he reached the table. “I thought you might enjoy dining on each other’s state cuisines.”
 
   “The food has been splendid, and the company more so,” Duke Kang said before anyone else could answer.
 
   King Weilie nodded and waved his hand for his son to move forward. Prince An of Zhou did so, coming to rest beside his father and behind the chair that’d been brought. He looked much like his father, although his hair was still black and his beard and mustache weren’t nearly as thin, and he didn’t have quite the same humorous sparkle in his brown eyes that his father had. He raised his hand up to his father, who clenched it tightly as he lowered himself slowly into the chair. Prince An then nodded at the others and they all resumed their seats.
 
   “I hope that the ceremony was to your liking,” King Weilie said after a few moments, his eyes on the plates of food still sitting in the center of the table.
 
   All of the men nodded.
 
   “Never in my life did I think I’d see all nine of the tripod cauldrons assembled in one place,” Marquis Jing said, echoing his earlier comment.
 
   King Weilie smiled and looked at Jing. “I never thought that I’d come to see them all together, myself. I’d like to thank you all for bringing them as I asked.”
 
   Duke Jian, Duke Dao, and Duke Kang all shook their heads as if it had been no bother at all, and King Weilie nodded his thanks.
 
   “We were just commenting on the fact that all nine of the tripod cauldrons were present at the ceremony, but only eight rulers,” Duke Dao said. “Was Marquis Lie of Jin not invited to the ceremony?”
 
   King Weilie stared at the table for several moments, moments in which the other men tensed up, expecting some grave announcement. Instead he just shook his head and smiled slightly as he looked again at them.
 
   “No, Marquis Lie was not invited, although he was gracious enough to have his three tripod cauldrons sent from Quwo.”
 
   “And why was Marquis Lie not invited?” Duke Bei was presumptuous enough to ask.
 
   “Because Marquis Lie is no longer a ruler of any consequence,” King Weilie said quickly, “as you all know.”
 
   The men around the table looked at one another, not sure how to take the comment.
 
   “Jin has been nothing more than two cities for nearly fifty years,” King Weilie continued. “Two cities is certainly not a state, so as far as I’m concerned the State of Jin is no more.” He paused to look at each of them before continuing. “Three states have risen in its place, states that were little more than family clans a mere century ago. But what a century it has been! In that time Wei, Han, and Zhao have risen to become three of the strongest States in the whole country, and they’ve changed the way that we address ourselves.”
 
   “The Seven States,” Duke Jian said quietly.
 
   “Exactly,” King Weilie exclaimed, his voice full of energy, more so than his frail body looked able to contain. “The Seven States have been in existence for fifty years now, yet the three that allowed that title to come into existence have remained unrecognized by the Zhou Family for that time. That changes tonight.”
 
   Marquis’ Wen, Lie, and Jing glanced at one another in anticipation as they eagerly awaited King Weilie’s words.
 
   “For too long now Wen of Wei, Lie of Zhao, and Jing of Han have been without title. I now declare before you all that these three men will now be addressed as Marquis, and that their three states will now take the place of Jin.” 
 
   King Weilie paused as he grabbed the cup of wine in front of him and raised it up. 
 
   “The Three Jins,” he said.
 
   The fifteen men around the table each grabbed up the nearest cup of wine and raised them high in the air. 
 
   “The Three Jins,” they each said loudly before taking a sip, or drink, or draining the cup entirely in the case of a few.
 
   “Now that we officially have Seven States,” King Weilie said after a moment and over the mumblings of congratulation being heard around the table, “let us talk of what I deem to be the matter that’s of the most importance, and the real reason why I’ve called you all here to Luoyang. I’m talking about the constant fighting that’s been taking place between us for generations now.”
 
   “If it’s peace that you want to talk about,” Duke Chu said, “then that is what we’ve had for fifty years now, ever since Zhi was eliminated by Wei, Han, and Zhao.”
 
   King Weilie shook his head. “It is peace I’m talking about, but we’ve not had it as it should be.”
 
   “I’m not sure I understand,” Marquis Jing said.
 
   “It isn’t peace when three of the Seven States conspire with your enemies to overthrow you,” Duke Kang said angrily, his eyes boring into Wen. “That is what King Weilie is talking about.”
 
   “I think my father is quite capable of deciding exactly what it is he is or isn’t talking about,” Prince An said sharply and with a cold look.
 
   Duke Kang shrank back into his chair and King Weilie continued.
 
   “There’s some truth in what Duke Kang says,” he admitted with a conciliatory look at Kang, “but that’s all in the past now, isn’t it? The time of these childish behind-the-back games of intrigue have passed, gentleman. I desire peace in the realm, and I want each of you to assure to me here tonight that that’ll be carried out.”
 
   “What of the smaller states?” Marquis Lie asked. “Surely you don’t expect us to stop waging war against them?”
 
   “The smaller states, and what each of you does in regard to them, is of no concern to me,” King Weilie replied. “I know that many of you need an outlet for your excess population, and conquering the smaller states is a good way to gain land to do that. What concerns me is how you act in regard to each other.”
 
   “So we don’t fight one another,” Duke Bei said with a smile. “Sounds easy enough.”
 
   “I hope that proves to be the case,” King Weilie said, “but I’m sure it will prove to be more difficult in the long-run. Many of you will find it easy to be friends tonight and for many nights after this, but I’m worried about what happens months and years from now. I don’t want a superficial peace between us that only lasts a few seasons – I want peace for generations.”
 
   “That is a hard thing to guarantee between Seven States, each of which is hungry for power,” Marquis Wen said.
 
   “And none of us can say what the situation will be in twenty or thirty years, let alone one hundred,” Duke Dao said. “What happens during the reign of my son, and his son after, could be beyond any of our imaginings here tonight.”
 
   “If we agree to peace tonight then there shouldn’t be any unexpected occurrence which would make it impossible for your heirs to continue the peace,” King Weilie said.
 
   “And what of the smaller states?” Duke Kang asked. “Any one of them could grow larger over the coming years, perhaps even large enough to seriously threaten, or even overwhelm, one of the Seven.”
 
   “Already the State of Yue is nearly as large as some of us,” Marquis Jing said.
 
   King Weilie shook his head and let out a deep sigh. The men grew quiet and waited for their king to speak.
 
   “I grow old gentlemen, and I don’t have much time left,” he said slowly, almost resignedly, after a minute. “My son will inherit the throne after me, much as I did from my father. I don’t want him to inherit the same situation I did, where any day a full-fledged war could break out amongst two of the states, a war that could possibly pull in a few more, eventually engulfing the entire country. I want peace, gentleman, and I want that to be my legacy.” 
 
   He stopped to look at each of them in turn, pausing a moment longer on each of the heirs at the table. 
 
   “When people speak of King Weilie of Zhou I want them to remember that he was the king that brought peace to the Seven States, a peace that lasted for centuries.” He paused again and looked down at the table. “Is that too much to ask?”
 
   The fourteen men looked at one another and at the table, nearly everywhere but at King Weilie and Prince An. Finally Marquis Wen broke the silence.
 
   “I don’t think so,” he said in answer to his king’s question. “I don’t think that peace between us is too much to ask at all. In fact, I think it’s just what we need.”
 
   The men stared at Wen as he paused and waited until he had their full attention.
 
   “For too long we’ve been fighting amongst ourselves while we’ve neglected what is truly important. For hundreds of years we’ve fought, and where has it gotten us? Sitting here around this table, wondering who will attack next.” Wen shook his head. “I don’t think that’s a very good position to be in all the time, wondering where the next attack will come from.” 
 
   He looked at King Weilie for the first time since speaking. “I for one agree and welcome King Weilie’s words, and I’ll be the first to pledge to this peace that’s been suggested.”
 
   “Go on,” King Weilie said.
 
   Wen stared back at him for several moments before looking at the other men. “I pledge that no attacks will come from Wei against any of the other States for as long as I or my son lives.”
 
   Several gasps of surprise rose from the table at the declaration, but Wen rose up his hand for silence.
 
   “It is not such a surprising thing to say, and it’s something that can happen if we all make the same pledge here tonight.”
 
   “Wen is right,” Marquis Jing said suddenly. “If we all pledge, then it will happen.” He paused to look at each of the men. “I pledge that Han will not attack any other State for as long as I or my son lives.”
 
   “I too make the pledge,” Duke Bei said. “Yan will not attack any other State for as long as I or my son lives.”
 
   A short snort of laughter issued from Kang at that declaration, but he quickly grew silent as all eyes around the table turned coldly upon him.
 
   “I too make the pledge,” Duke Jian said. “Qin will attack no other State for as long as I or my grandson lives.”
 
   “That is a very long time,” Kang said, “are you sure that he’s up to it?”
 
   Jian nodded gravely and placed his hand on his grandson’s shoulder. “It is something that we are more than up to,” he said, and Xian nodded his agreement.
 
   “That is four of us,” Wen said after the table grew silent. “We require all of the Seven States to agree.”
 
   “You have my agreement,” Duke Dao said after another moment. “Chu will attack no other State for as long as I or my son lives.”
 
   “Lie?” Wen asked.
 
   Lie reluctantly nodded. “My son is not even born yet, nor do I have his mother picked out.” The others looked at him as he paused, realizing how long of a time they were talking about for some. Finally he shrugged his shoulders. “I agree that Zhao will not attack another State for as long as I or my son lives.”
 
   “That just leaves you, Kang,” Wen said. “What will it be?”
 
   “And what if another state somehow becomes one of the Seven in the coming years, then what?” Kang asked angrily. “Any one of us could be replaced by some upstart with a lot of ambition and an even greater amount of luck.”
 
   “He will not be declared one of the Seven States until he agrees to the peace agreement that we are all agreeing to here tonight,” King Weilie said.
 
   “We’ve all made the pledge,” Duke Dao said sharply, anger edging into his voice. “You’ve nothing to fear from any of us!” 
 
   “Those are just words, easily forgotten tomorrow!” Kang argued.
 
   “We’ll have it written up and sealed with each of the states’ official mark,” King Weilie said. “I’ll have my advisors begin writing the scrolls tonight. Within a week there will be copies hanging in every major city of the country.”
 
   Kang shook his head. “Something will happen; you all realize that, don’t you? Someone will come to the throne, either your sons or their sons, and they will go back on the deal. War will come to the Seven States, it must.”
 
   The men around the table shook their heads and stared down at their cups in silence.
 
   “There can be only one state!” Kang continued, pleading now with the men. “We will fight until there is only one, don’t you see that?”
 
   He stared at them all, but none would meet his eyes. He sat back in his chair dejectedly and stared at his own now empty wine cup and the empty decanter next to it. 
 
   “I pledge,” he said quietly.
 
   “What’s that?” Wen asked. “I can’t hear you from across the table.”
 
   Kang shot him an angry look. “I pledge,” he said.
 
   “All of it,” Marquis Jing said.
 
   “I pledge that Qi will attack no other state for as long as I or my son shall live,” Kang said quickly.
 
   “Then it is settled,” King Weilie said with a smile. “There is peace between us at last!”
 
   “You will begin drawing up the scrolls tomorrow?” Duke Jian asked.
 
   “This very night,” King Weilie replied, and he began to push himself up from his chair. 
 
   Prince An rose beside him and offered steadying hands on his shoulders. When he was up he paused to look at each of the men in turn once again. 
 
   “The scrolls will be drawn up gentlemen, but what is most important is your word, which each of you has freely given here this night. Remember the words that you have spoken, for no words on a scroll can truly match the words that you’ve uttered here amongst your peers.”
 
   The men nodded back at him but no one spoke. King Weilie smiled and nodded again, then turned and let his son help him. The servants threw open the doors for him but he turned once more when he reached them. 
 
   “I thank you, gentlemen, for making the last wish of a very old man come true,” he said, and then left the room, the servants closing the doors behind him.
 
   The table was silent as the men pondered King Weilie’s words. After a minute had passed Duke Kang rose from the table, grabbed a full decanter of wine from one of the nearby serving tables and proceeded to move around the table pouring everyone a full cup.
 
   “It is growing late, and I’ve had a bit too much to drink,” Kang said as he circled the table filling the cups. “Please excuse my earlier reticence to make the pledge; I’m sure many of you can understand how I feel about peace, having not experienced it once during my whole life.”
 
   The men were silent as he moved around them, although several nodded at his words.
 
   “No one desires peace more so in this room than I,” he continued as he filled the last two cups, those of Marquis Wen and his son Wu, “and I hope that what we’ve agreed on here tonight can truly come about.”
 
   He put the empty decanter down on the table and looked at each of the men once more. No one who entered the room at that moment would think for a second that Duke Kang had been drinking heavily by looking at him, the way he held himself up and met their eyes. Finally, after several moments had passed in silence, Kang gave a slight bow and backed toward the doors, which were thrown open for him.
 
   “Goodnight, gentlemen,” he said one last time before turning and leaving the room.
 
   Duke Dao let out a low whistle when the servants closed the doors again, and many of the other men sank down into their chairs, relief visible on their faces.
 
   “I thought he’d never leave,” Duke Jian said with a laugh.
 
   “Do you think he’s running down the corridor after King Weilie?” Duke Bei asked with a chuckle.
 
   “Like a faithful dog?” Wen asked with a sly smile, bringing a laugh from the whole table.
 
   “In all seriousness,” Marquis Jing said after the laughter died down, “do you really think that Kang will honor the pledge?”
 
   “I don’t see how he can’t, not at this point,” Marquis Lie said. “If anyone of us attacks the others then I’d think that we’d all swiftly join together in retribution.”
 
   Several of the men nodded, but Duke Jian shook his head. 
 
   “That’s what is so dangerous about this peace agreement,” he said. “If one state does break the pledge and attacks another, other states could do nothing. In effect they’d be allying themselves with the attacker, justifying their inaction because of the peace agreement.”
 
   “I disagree,” Marquis Lie said. “If one attack does occur then the whole peace agreement is void, in my opinion. If once state moves against another I see the others coming to its aid, utterly destroying the transgressor.”
 
   “I think it would be folly to end the peace between all Seven States just because one broke the agreement,” Marquis Jing said. “I agree that the offending state should be dealt with swiftly and unmercifully, but the others should then do their best to carry on as before.”
 
   “We all have an agreement, lasting for two generations, to not attack one another,” Wen said. “I think that all of us sitting here, our heirs included,” he said with a glance at Wu, “understand the implications of that and the implications of not abiding by it. If Wen were to attack another state I would fully expect to feel the wrath of the other six states. Such an action could only result in the downfall of Wei.”
 
   The men around the table nodded at Wen’s words and he sat back and took a sip of the full wine cup in front of him. Kang’s reluctance to go along with the peace agreement concerned him, but he tried to shake off the ill-feeling that it had left with him. Qi had been beset by war for a century, so talks of peace weren’t something that could be considered lightly. While everyone else around the table could now sit a little easier knowing they were safe from their powerful neighbors, Kang had to constantly sit on his throne in Linzi and worry about the House of Tian, an upstart family within Qi that would not be affected by the agreement pledged to in Luoyang. And Wen wasn’t quite sure how much room to maneuver there was within the peace agreement. Would Wei, for instance, be able to come to Qi’s aid in case House Tian truly was on the cusp of overthrowing House Jiang? And what if similar problems began to crop up in the other states? Would rival states begin fomenting rebellions among their neighbors in the hopes that they could use those incidents as an excuse for invasion, secretly throwing their support behind the rebels while all the while acting as if they were supporting the ruling house?
 
   Wen shook his head and took another, larger sip of wine. There were too many possibilities to think of, too many problems that the peace agreement left unanswered. It was an agreement for peace, after all, Wen reminded himself. The men had agreed not to fight, so why was he looking at all the cracks in the wording that would invite attacks in the future while the agreement protected the perpetrators?
 
   “Are you alright, father?” Wu asked quietly beside him, concern on his face.
 
   “What?” Wen asked, thrown back into the present by his son’s comment.
 
   “Your face was all knotted up as if you were in pain,” Wu said, leaning toward his father.
 
   Wen furrowed his brows and glanced down at the table. There was a slight pain in his left shoulder, he now realized. He moved his hand up and began massaging the troubling spot, but the pain remained.
 
   “Perhaps I’m just experiencing a bit of indigestion,” Wen said with a smile.
 
   “I’m having the same problem,” Marquis Jing said quietly, having overheard the exchange between father and son. “My simple tastes aren’t quite in line with all the luxurious foods we’ve been served here tonight.”
 
   Wen smiled and nodded, but in reality he was concerned. He’d first felt the pain in his shoulder when he’d risen from the table and shouted at Kang just before King Weilie had arrived. The pain had been short and sharp then, but his anger had overrode it. He’d forgotten it entirely when the King had appeared, but now the memory came back to him. Perhaps it was all that he’d been through in the past two months, he thought to himself, and gave a slight nod. He’d been traveling the length and breadth of the Seven States, something that would tire a man half his age. What he needed was a good, long rest back at the palace in Anyi. That was it, he decided. Once the peace agreements were drawn up, something that he expected either tomorrow or the next day, and all of the rulers had affixed their seal, he would depart Luoyang for Anyi.
 
   He glanced over to see that Wu was still throwing concerned glances his way. He smiled and then pushed himself up from the table.
 
   “Gentlemen,” he said when he was fully standing, “it has been a long and eventful evening, one that I have awaited for my whole life, and one that has left me quite drained.” The men around the table chuckled and nodded their heads as they voiced their agreement. “With any luck we’ll putting the words we pledged here tonight down onto the scrolls this time tomorrow. Until that time, I bid you goodnight.”
 
   He gave a slight bow and all of the men around the table rose from their chairs and raised their glasses up. Wen bowed again and left the table, Wu right behind him. When they’d left the room and were walking down the hallway, Wu put his arm on Wen’s shoulder.
 
   “Are you truly alright, father? You didn’t look at all well back there.”
 
   “I’m fine. It’s nothing more than too much excitement in one evening.”
 
   Wu nodded, but he wasn’t so sure. He’d seen the pinch of pain on his father’s features when he’d yelled at Kang, and then again just a few moments before at the table. 
 
   “I’d like to call in one of the palace physicians,” Wu said as they walked.
 
   “Nonsense!” Wen said sharply. “I’m perfectly alright, just tired is all.”
 
   “At least let me send in Liu,” Wu pressed. “He can give you something for your indigestion, and I know you want to tell him of what’s happened tonight.”
 
   “I’m sure that Liu already knows every word of what was said tonight,” Wen said with a chuckle. “No, all I need is a good night’s rest and I’ll be ready to take on the world tomorrow.”
 
   “We’ve agreed that we won’t be taking on the world anymore,” Wu said soberly.
 
   Wen stopped and turned a puzzled expression on Wu, then broke into a deep and heartfelt laugh. Wu, happy that his father did indeed seem alright and still had his sense of humor, clapped him lightly on the shoulder as they began walking once again.
 
   “Get some rest father; we have a big day ahead of us tomorrow.”
 
   “And the day after as well,” Wen said, becoming serious once again. “If King Weilie draws up the scrolls tomorrow then I mean for us to be on our way back to Anyi the day after. I’ve been away from the capital for too long.”
 
   Wu nodded. “It’ll be nice to be back home.”
 
   They reached the doors that led out into the gardens and found the pathway that led to their compound. Wu turned onto it but Wen stopped him short by placing his hand on his shoulder.
 
   “Now, let an old man walk alone for a bit with just his thoughts,” Wen said.
 
   “Father, I’m not sure that would be-”
 
   “Don’t tell me what would be a good idea or not,” Wen said, cutting Wu off. “The grounds of the palace are perfectly safe, and there are plenty of lanterns to light my way, as you can see,” he finished, raising his arm up to indicate the red lanterns hanging from many of the trees.
 
   “Well, if you’re sure you’re alright.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Wen said with exasperation.
 
   “Well then, goodnight.”
 
   “Goodnight,” Wen said, and he turned and began walking on one of the stone pathways that would lead him toward the many canals flowing through the palace.
 
   Wu watched him walk until he was swallowed by the darkness of the night, then turned and headed back to their compound, the red lanterns lighting his way.
 
    
 
   TWENTY-ONE
 
   Wu awoke early, and with a sizable headache. He winced and rubbed at his temples, but the pain only seemed to increase. It was funny, he thought as he sat up in bed, for he’d only had a few cups of wine the previous night. He rubbed the sleep from his eyes and picked out the dark grey robe that he’d been wearing the day before and which had been cleaned of the bull’s blood and brought to his room while they’d eaten. The sun shining in through the small window slit near the ceiling told him that it was very early, just past dawn, and that the majority of the palace would not yet be astir. Still, he doubted that his headache would allow him any more sleep, so he opened the door and stepped out into the hallway. He walked to the large common room and saw that a still-steaming pot of tea had been placed on the large table by the servants. He poured himself a cup and sat down, rubbing his head again in an attempt to ease the pounding he now felt.
 
   He sipped his tea and heard another door open, and a moment later Liu and his apprentice Wei walk into the large room.
 
   “Good morning,” Liu said when he saw Wu at the table. “Up early today.”
 
   “A bit of a headache,” Wu admitted. “And I only had a few cups of wine last night.”
 
   “Perhaps you didn’t eat enough,” Liu said before turning to Wei. “Fetch my herb sack from the room, will you Wei?”
 
   Wei nodded and hurried back to the room as Liu sat down and poured himself a cup of tea, then another for Wei.
 
   “What time did my father return last night?” Wu asked. Liu had been up when Wu returned from the dinner the night before, and he’d told his father’s advisor all that had happened during the feast. Liu had anticipated most of what’d transpired, but Wen had been wrong that the man would already know everything that had occurred. They’d sat up for nearly two hours, but Wen had never come in, so finally Wu had gone to bed.
 
   “I stayed up another hour after you retired, but he never came in,” Liu admitted. “I see now that his door is closed, however, so I expect that he’s soundly asleep.”
 
   “If he was out that late then he’ll need the rest,” Wu said. “It’s a bit odd, though – he was complaining how tired he felt. I thought that he’d take a short walk and then come in.”
 
   Liu’s eyes narrowed in a look that Wu knew was one of concern, but then both of their attention was drawn to Wei as the younger man came back into the room bearing a large brown sack.
 
   “Ah, here we are,” Liu said as he took the sack from Wei, “we’ll have that headache on the run in just a moment.” 
 
   He reached into the bag and moved his hand around as he muttered silently to himself. Finally he drew his hand back out and held up a large, thorny-looking twig.
 
   “What’s that?” Wu said, not sure if he really wanted Liu’s help after all.
 
   “Dragonroot,” Liu said. “This will have you feeling better in no time.”
 
   “I think the headache isn’t that bad after all,” Wu said as he stared at the thorny root.
 
   “Nonsense,” Liu said as he got up from the table and walked around to Wu. “We’ll just put this into your tea and you’ll drink it on down. You’ll be as fresh as a spring day in no time!”
 
   Wu wasn’t so sure, but he let the older man break up the root and put it into his tea.
 
   “Let it settle for a few minutes, then drink it all.”
 
   Wu nodded and Liu sat back in his chair, a concerned expression coming to his face.
 
   “I’ve known your father for many years, and seen him stay up the whole night before. He’s always up with the dawn, or at least shortly after.”
 
   “Should we check on him?” Wu asked, taking his eyes off the blackening tea in front of him.
 
   Liu nodded. “It wouldn’t hurt to poke our heads in and check.”
 
   Both men rose from the table and headed toward the hallway that led to Wen’s door, Wei close behind them. Liu reached the door first, glanced at Wu, then knocked lightly. After a few moments he knocked again, then pushed the door open and peered inside. He quickly drew back and pushed the door fully open.
 
   “He’s not there,” he said in surprise.
 
   “What?” Wu said, pushing past Liu to look for himself. The room was empty, the bed completely made, never having been slept in the night before. 
 
   “He never came back,” Wu said as he pushed past both men and rushed down the hallway. “Wake Zhai,” he called behind him as he rushed to the front door and threw it open, his headache forgotten.
 
   Birds were chirping merrily in the trees of the gardens and faint shafts of sunlight were already filtering through the trees. On any other morning Wu would have been enchanted by the sight that met him, but on this day he barely registered it. He scanned the area around their compound quickly, but there was no sign of anyone about. He was just about to dash off down the stone pathway and toward the canals when he heard Zhai’s voice behind him.
 
   “Wu, hold up a moment.”
 
   Wu turned and looked back at the Minister of War, his long white hair uncombed and hanging down awkwardly past his shoulders.
 
   “Let’s not get into a panic,” Zhai continued as he reached the door with Liu and Wei behind him. “Wen could have met up with some of the other rulers and accompanied them back to their compounds. He could be chatting with them still for all we know. After all, he’s not seen many of these men in years, and will most likely not see them again after the peace agreement is drawn up.”
 
   Wu’s brow wrinkled in surprise. “You know of the pledge made last night?”
 
   Zhai nodded. “I have my ways,” he said cryptically.
 
   Wu gave a slight nod, not wanting to get into how the Minister of War had learned what he’d just now revealed. He turned back to the gardens outside the door and stepped out onto the stone pathway.
 
   “I’d feel a lot better if we found out which ruler he joined last night, if he indeed joined any at all,” he said. “While what you say Zhai has some weight, I have a bad feeling myself.”
 
   Zhai nodded, stepped out onto the pathway next to Wu, and put a reassuring hand on the younger man’s shoulder. 
 
   “I understand,” he said. “The four of us will walk the palace grounds. I doubt we’ll find him out, but there is a small chance.”
 
   “And it will do a great deal to ease our worry,” Liu said as he stepped out behind them. “Wei and I will take the western paths; you and Zhai take the eastern. Work your way north and south and then double back. If there’s no sign of him, let’s meet near the Hall of Good Harvests.”
 
   The others nodded and set out, Liu and Wei taking the stone pathway to the left, Zhai and Wu that to the right. After a few minutes the path diverged and Zhai took the rightmost leading south, Wu the other leading north. 
 
   After another minute Wu recognized the area he and his father had walked the night before and he was soon near the fork in the path where they’d parted. He quickened his pace and was soon nearing the canals, the large willow trees throwing down low branches that nearly brushed the ground. He looked all about him as he walked, and even called out in a low voice, “Wen, Wen,” as he walked, but there was no sign of his father. Finally he reached the large canal that marked the palace’s northern boundary. He was just about to cut across the grass and head west along it when he heard his name being shouted from the direction he’d come from.
 
   “Wu! Wu!” someone yelled, and Wu looked back to see Wei running up the stone pathway toward him.
 
   “What is it?” Wu said after dashing the last few yards that separated the two men. “Have you found him?”
 
   Wei put his hands on his knees to steady himself as he tried to catch his breath. He looked up at Wu and nodded. 
 
   “I’m not sure. Liu rushed back and found me, told me to run and find you.”
 
   Wu could tell from the worried look in Wei’s eyes that something wasn’t right. He didn’t wait for the man to explain further, however, before he set out at a fast run across the grassy grounds and along the canal, Wei, despite his earlier exertion in finding him, only a short distance behind. 
 
   It took several minutes before he neared the northwest portion of the long canal that flowed past the palace, but even before he reached that area he was looking off to the side as he ran. Soon he was in the vicinity and began calling out Liu’s name loudly, not caring who else heard or saw him. He began to grow frantic as he continued on along the canal with no sight of his father’s advisor, and grew even more so when he spotted the large stone wall that marked the northwest palace boundary. He was just about to turn and start heading south when he heard his name.
 
   “Wu,” someone called faintly, “over here.”
 
   Wu came to a sudden stop and tried to discern where the voice had come from. 
 
   “Over here, Wu,” the voice said again, which Wu could now recognize as Liu’s.
 
   Wu looked south and saw Liu near a stand of willow trees a few dozen yards away. He started to run toward him but slowed after a dozen yards when he saw someone sitting up against one of the trees. He narrowed his eyes, trying to make out who it was, although deep down he knew it was his father, and he knew that something wasn’t right. He picked up his pace and was soon only a few yards from Liu. It was obvious to him when he came closer that his father was dead.
 
   “I’m sorry, Wu,” Liu said as Wu took the last few steps toward his father’s lifeless body.
 
   Wu bent down and peered into his father’s face. The eyes were still open, a strangely peaceful look in them, as they stared lifelessly toward the large canal. Wu looked down and saw that his father’s robes were ruffled, as if he’d struggled slightly.
 
   “I’d say that he had a heart attack or a stroke,” Liu said as he bent down beside Wu. “It looks to me like he tried clutching at his chest just before he died.”
 
   “He was complaining that he had some pain in his shoulder last night after dinner,” Wu said, still looking into his father’s eyes. “I told him he should consult you, but he said it was just some indigestion from all the different dishes and that I shouldn’t worry.”
 
   Wu felt tears begin to fill his eyes and he had to put his hand up to stop one from falling.
 
   “I completely forgot about it when I spoke with you last night,” he added. “If I would’ve remembered then you could have gone out looking for him.”
 
   “He may already have been gone by that time,” Liu said as he put a comforting hand on Wu’s shoulder. “There’s little I could have done anyway – it was simply his time to go.”
 
   Wu sniffled as he felt his nose begin to run. “He said last night that he’d gotten what he’d been waiting for his whole life – official recognition of Wei.”
 
   “He died happy,” Liu said, and both nodded as they looked at Wen’s peaceful face.
 
   “You’ve found him!” a yell came from behind them, and both men stood up quickly and looked to the south.
 
   Zhai came running up but slowed then stopped when he saw Wen sitting up against the tree. His face took on a confused expression, then one of sorrow when he realized that his ruler was dead.
 
   “Oh my,” he said quietly as he took the last few steps to stand next to Wu and Liu.
 
   “He died peacefully, most likely his heart gave out,” Liu said.
 
   “There are no signs of foul play?” Zhai asked, drawing both men’s eyes to him.
 
   Liu shook his head. “It doesn’t appear that way.”
 
   Wu wasn’t so sure, however, and looked up at his father’s Minister of War.
 
   “He and Kang got into quite an argument at the banquet last night just before King Weilie arrived,” Wu said. “And Kang left just minutes before we did.”
 
   Zhai nodded slightly as he looked off into the distance. Wu rose to up in front of him, drawing his attention back.
 
   “Do you think Kang could have had a hand in this, Zhai?”
 
   Zhai looked from Wu to Wen then to Liu before shaking his head. “I don’t know.”
 
   “There’s no indication of a struggle, at least not the kind I would expect Wen to have put up if he’d been attacked,” Liu said. “You saw how quickly he dispatched Tai Tian after all.”
 
   “Look at his robes,” Wu said, pointing down at his father.
 
   Liu shook his head. “If his heart gave out he very well could have thrashed around some. I think it’s premature to begin blaming Kang, or anyone else, at this time.”
 
   “Might it possible that someone else could’ve seen something?” Wei asked from behind the three men.
 
   “I don’t think so,” Liu said. “And if they had, and not been part of any kind of attack, then we would already have learned of Wen’s death by now. No, I think that it was age and the recent stresses that were the cause of death here.”
 
   They lapsed into silence for a minute before Zhai shook his head and placed his hand on Wu’s shoulder. 
 
   “Sire, what would you have us do?”
 
   Wu continued to stare down at his father for another moment before he realized that Zhai was addressing him. It suddenly dawned on him that he was now the Marquis of Wei, something that he’d dreamed about when he was younger, dreaded shortly thereafter, and had quietly come to accept years later. He never thought that his ascendancy to the throne would come about like this, however, and he wasn’t sure that he was truly ready to rule.
 
   “Marquis Wu?” Liu asked softly, drawing Wu’s eyes from Zhai to him. “Perhaps we should notify the palace guards and attendants of what has occurred.”
 
   Wu nodded, still in a daze from the sight of his father, but now increasingly more so from the position he now held and the great deal of responsibility that went with it. He drew himself up, wiped at his nose with the back of his sleeve, and took a step forward toward his father before turning to face the two men. 
 
   “Zhai, alert the palace guards stationed near King Weilie’s compound, but don’t rush, and tell them that you have an important message for the King himself. I doubt that you’ll be able to personally meet with the King, but get as far up his chain of command as you can before revealing that my father has died.”
 
   Zhai nodded, but continued to wait as Wu then addressed Liu.
 
   “Liu, I want you to personally meet with Marquis Jing. He was probably the closest ally, and the most resembling a true friend, that my father had among the rulers. Tell him personally of my father’s death”
 
   Liu nodded and lowered his head, quietly happy that Wu was already proving up to the task that now confronted him.
 
   “Wei,” Wu continued, addressing Liu’s apprentice who was a few steps back from the other two men, “to you I leave perhaps the most important task of all.”
 
   Wei stepped forward and bowed his head before meeting Wu’s eyes, quietly surprised that he was to be given any task at all.
 
   “You are to take a chariot to Anyi immediately. We cannot trust news as grave as this to a bird. Stop only to secure new horses, riding all day and all night if that’s what it takes to reach the capital.”
 
   Wei nodded; his mind already racing with what he would say when he reached the city.
 
   “Now go,” Wu said forcefully.
 
   The three men gave a slight bow and then turned to leave, Wei running south toward the palace entrance, Zhai and Liu taking a slower walk, neither in a rush to perform their grim tasks. Wu watched them go before once again kneeling down in front of his father’s body.
 
   “Thank you for waiting for peace before going to Shangdi,” Wu said quietly as he looked into his father’s eyes. “I never could have done that myself.” He looked down at the ground for a few moments before continuing. “Know that I will honor the pledge that you made last night, and which I will affix my seal to.” He suddenly reached out and grasped Wen’s lifeless arm. “But please father, watch over me and lend me your strength. While I’ve always known that I’d one day have to follow in your footsteps, it was never a thought that I relished. Now that it’s upon me I find the weight of it already more than I can handle. Please help me, father.”
 
   Wen’s lifeless eyes stared past him unseeing, but after a few moments a faint ray of sunlight broke through the willow tree’s branches and shone down upon them. Wu smiled, knowing that his father was with him. He sat down on the ground and leaned up against the tree next to him. He knew that he only had a brief time before the whole palace learned of the death of one of the strongest rulers of the Seven States, so he stared at the canal and waited.
 
    
 
   TWENTY-TWO
 
   The ceremony to sign the peace agreement took place under the tree where Marquis Wen had died. The seven rulers were decked out in their finest robes for the occasion, King Weilie looking especially resplendent in his dark purple robes accented with a special material that seemed to shimmer with each movement he made. A long table had been set up under the weeping willow tree and upon it King Weilie and Prince An had laid out the eight scrolls that were to be signed.
 
   The men were particularly quiet, although the gardens around them were full of sounds. Birds sang, insects chirped, and the water from the nearby fountains could be heard gurgling. It was a beautiful day, and one that each man took as a sign that the peace they were about to officially bring into being was indeed called for.
 
   “Gentlemen,” King Weilie called out, “we are ready.”
 
   The men shuffled closer to the long table and waited for further instruction. The only men present in the garden were the seven rulers and their heirs, along with King Weilie and Prince An. No retainers or servants had been allowed to attend the ceremony, not even to carry in the eight scrolls. The one exception was made in regard to Wu, now Marquis Wu of Wei, and the only man present without his heir besides Duke Kang. As a show of good faith he’d been allowed to select one man from his small entourage to accompany him to the signing ceremony and he’d chosen Zhai Huang, who now stood silently by his side.
 
   “We will sign according to the brushstrokes of each State,” King Weilie said, referring to the amount of brushstrokes required to write each State’s name. “That means that Qi will go first.”
 
   King Weilie nodded toward Duke Kang, who stepped forward and took the brush that was sticking out from a small ink pot on the table. It was strange, Wu thought as he watched Kang move down the table, writing his name on each of the eight scrolls as he went, that the man that’d argued the most vehemently against the peace agreement was the first to sign it. He raised his eyebrows, shrugging away the thought, and watched as Kang returned the brush to the ink pot, all eight scrolls signed. He looked at each of the men still waiting with a blank expression on his face, then went back to stand away from the other men, for he was the only ruler present without an heir or servant.
 
   “Yan,” King Weilie said, nodding toward Duke Bei.
 
   Duke Bei returned the nod and made his way forward to the table where he picked up the brush and proceeded to move down the table, affixing his name to each of the eight scrolls as he went and returning it after he’d finished. He gave a smile to the other men as he turned back to them and went to stand next to his son.
 
   King Weilie called out each state in their proper order, Zhao, Han, and Qin coming next in line. Each man silently walked to the table, signed his name, and then silently walked back to stand next to his heir. The occasion was solemn, for there was both a feeling of respect for the magnitude of what each of the men was agreeing to, but also a feeling of loss, for it’d been just the day before that word had broken of Marquis Wen of Wei’s death.
 
   The news had spread quickly once Zhai had told the palace guards of his urgent need to see King Weilie. The highest official they’d allowed him to see was the personal servant of the King, Tan Zhou, the same man that had greeted them upon their arrival from the Wei-Qi border the week before. That seemed like a lifetime ago, Wu thought to himself as he stood watching the men sign their names to the scrolls, his mind trying to picture what the expression on King Weilie’s servant’s face must have been when Zhai told him the news. Of course he’d summoned the King at once, and Zhai had told him personally, but by then the news had already begun spreading through the palace. 
 
   Wu had been thankful that Zhai had taken his time and not rushed when delivering the news to King Weile, for that had given Liu time to tell Marquis Jing first. It was for that reason why Marquis Jing and Liu had been the first to appear at Wu’s side as he sat waiting next to his dead father, and not a large contingent of gawking palace servants. Marquis Jing had knelt down beside Wu, taken his hand, and offered his sincerest apologies for his loss. Wu had nodded, thanked him, and, strangely now, he thought, asked Jing if there was anything he could do for him. Marquis Jing had shaken his head, stared at Wen for a few moments, then rose and silently walked back to his own compound.
 
   A few minutes after that the full force of the palace seemed to appear, for dozens of men converged upon them. Wu immediately became defensive, standing over his father’s body threateningly, before King Weile himself appeared and assured them that the body would be handled with the respect deserving of such a great man, and that it would be made ready for travel back to Anyi, which is what he rightly assumed Wu would want. Wu had nodded his thanks and reluctantly allowed several of the servants to pick up his father’s body and carry it toward the southern entrance of the palace grounds. An hour later he’d been taken to the front gates of the palace and shown by Prince An to a small building that housed his father’s body, now enwrapped in burial shrouds. Wu had nodded, pleased, then was shown the special chariot that would carry the body. The vehicle was larger than most, with a special platform constructed above the carriage what would allow the body to be laid lengthwise just behind the driver. Wu knew immediately upon looking at the chariot that he would drive it himself.
 
   After that things became a blur. The rest of the day the entire palace was busy preparing an elaborate feast in honor of Marquis Wen. Wu had been visited by the other rulers at intervals throughout the afternoon, each offering his condolences and asking if there was anything they could do to help him. Wu had shaken his head appreciatively to each of them, assuring them that he would be fine. The only man that hadn’t come to see him had been Duke Kang, a visit that would have surprised him more than his absence, which he’d expected.
 
   It had been agreed by all in the palace, and confirmed by the official palace physicians, that Marquis Wen had indeed died from natural causes. Wu had accepted their opinion, and dismissed any lingering doubts about his father’s death, or who may have been involved in it. Surprisingly, Wu later realized, he’d actually felt sorry for Duke Kang when he’d not appeared to pay his respects. While Wen had lost his father, he still had loyal men around him. Kang had no one, and Wu didn’t doubt for a moment that he’d soon be without a state as well. 
 
   Strangely, and with a fair amount of guilt, Wu had wondered as the day wore on if Tai Tian’s son would put away whatever thoughts of vengeance he had toward Wei now that Marquis Wen was dead. He’d tried to shake away the thoughts, but they kept returning to him unbidden. Finally he’d eased his worried mind by saying it didn’t really matter what House Tian did, for they were in truth Duke Kang’s problem and not his own.
 
   The feast that had been laid out amid the palace gardens near the four largest fountains was immense. All of the rulers’ servants and retainers were allowed to attend, although the two center tables were reserved especially for the seven rulers and their heirs as well as the king and prince. The night had become a blur as Wu ate little and drank less, listening with polite detachment as each man told story after story of the times they’d spent with Marquis Wen and then the stories they’d only heard about. By the end of the evening such farcical exploits as helping to subdue the Rong Tribes in the east and pulling the lever to drown Jinyang were being attributed to the fallen ruler, and Wu knew his father would have been sick. Still, he said nothing, letting each man honor his father in the way they thought best. The only incident of the evening, if it could even have been called that, came when Duke Kang rose to speak of the recent overthrow of Zhongshan. He’d tried to make the death of Duke Wu sound honorable, and one that Wen had in fact orchestrated, telling his grandson beforehand to ride down the impetuous duke if his general wasn’t able to. Several men around the tables grumbled their disapproval, but it wasn’t until Wu himself rose and pointed an angry finger at Kang and called him a liar that the man stopped and resumed his seat. It was the only time during the hours-long feast that Wu had spoken.
 
   Zhai nudged Wu on the arm and Wu snapped out of his reverie. He looked at Zhai, who nodded up at King Weilie. Wu turned his eyes in that direction and saw that the King was beckoning him to come forward, for it was his turn to sign the scrolls. Wu smiled slightly, nodded, and came forward. King Weilie gave a slight nod to him as he passed and went to the table. He felt his hand begin to tremble but he took a deep breath to control himself, and reached out slowly, taking the brush in a measured hand. He went to the first scroll and scanned the wording. It was quite simple, only a few lines proclaiming that the signers below had agreed to peace between themselves for their lives, and the life of their heir. It then proceeded to list those names, the five states that had already signed listed down the page, the dark brushstrokes of the men still wet from where they’d signed next to their name and their state’s. Wu scanned down until he came to Wei, and there saw that the name he’d expected to see, ‘Marquis Wen,’ was not there. Instead his own name and title, ‘Marquis Wu,’ stared back at him. It looked alien and out of place, Wu thought as he looked down at it and then at the other names present on the scrolls. He didn’t feel that he belonged in such august company. Yet there it was, and in his hand he held the same brush that five other men had already held. Like it or not, he did belong. 
 
   With a deep breath he put the brush to the scroll and with a few quick strokes signed his name. The wet ink shined as he stared down at it, and for the first time he felt the full impact of the agreement he’d just made with the men standing behind him, and agreement not just between them and himself, but between his own son Hui and their son’s or grandsons. Wu shook off the sudden anxiety at the implications of that and moved down the table to the next scroll and then the next, signing his name to each, until he was at the eighth and final one, which he signed the same as the others before returning the brush to the inkpot and then making his way back to stand next to Zhai.
 
   Duke Dao of Chu was the last ruler of the Seven States to sign his name, and then King Weilie took up the brush and signed at the bottom of each scroll. When he’d finished he turned back to the men.
 
   “I invite each of you to stay in the palace for as long as you like,” he said slowly, looking at each of the men, “but I’ll also understand if many of you,” he looked specifically at Wu, “wish to get back home as soon as possible.” He waved his arm behind him, gesturing toward the eight signed scrolls. “Each of you will be presented with a copy of the peace agreement when you leave the palace.”
 
   With that he nodded again at each of them and then looked at his son. Prince An took his arm and they slowly walked past the men and onto the stone pathway that would lead them back to their residence. The other men glanced at one another for several moments before each of them in turn headed toward the pathways that would lead them back to their own compound. Wu and Zhai were two of the last to leave, but instead of heading to the stone pathway Wu directed them toward the canal in the distance.
 
   “This is a very significant day in the history of the Seven States,” Zhai said as they walked.
 
   “I just wish that my father could have been here to see it,” Wu replied.
 
   “I’m sure that he was,” Zhai replied with a knowing glance.
 
   Wu nodded and they continued on in silence until they reached the canal. The lazy waters flowed gently by them, their calm surface occasionally marred by an insect landing or a fish jumping. Wu placed his forearms on the small fence that separated the gardens from the canal and leaned forward, folding his hands together. Zhai remained standing next to him, ready for whatever his new ruler might say.
 
   “Now that my father is dead and I’m ruler of Wei,” Wu began after a minute had passed in silence, “some changes will need to be made.”
 
   Zhai nodded, even though Wu kept his gaze locked on the canal.
 
   “And what changes would you like?”
 
   “My son Hui will no longer work under Ximen Bao on the Great Canal,” Wu said. “He is the next in line for the throne of Wei, and his place is at the palace in Anyi, learning all he can of statecraft, not toiling in the mud all day.”
 
   “Ximen will not be happy. He knew your father was quite adamant that Hui get discipline – discipline that could only be learned through hard work.”
 
   “That was before the events of yesterday,” Wu said. “Ximen will understand.”
 
   Zhai nodded again, not wanting to press the point at this time. “Anything else that you feel needs to change, Sire?”
 
   “I want Wu Qi to be sent back to Anyi,” Wu said. “While he did Wei a great service by taking the Xihe areas from Qin, I don’t want him to govern those lands.”
 
   Zhai was truly taken aback by the request. “But Sire, Wu Qi is the best man for the job! No one knows that area like him. He would-”
 
   Zhai stopped suddenly as Wu spun about to face him.
 
   “There are many men capable of governing that land!” he said angrily. “Wu Qi’s service to Wei is at an end, as far as I’m concerned. He can either come back to Anyi to train new soldiers or he can retire, the choice is his.”
 
   Zhai was at a loss for words. He couldn’t believe that Wu would just dismiss the most capable general, and one of the most able administrators, that Wei had had in generations. It took him a moment to realize that Wu was staring at him, waiting for a response. He swallowed the knot in his throat and answered as best he could.
 
   “As you wish, Sire,” he mumbled.
 
   “Good,” Wu said, turning back to face the canal. “That is all for now, but I want you to be the first to know, Zhai, that my reign will not be the same as my father’s.”
 
   Zhai could already see that, but he said nothing. Marquis Wen had made the State of Wei great, taking it from its humble beginnings as a small upstart state that had only been a family clan a generation before, and turning it into one of the most powerful of all the Seven States. Now his son wanted to change that. Whatever for? Zhai thought to himself.
 
   “But your father was one of the most loved and respected rulers in all of the Seven States,” Zhai said, “why wouldn’t you want to be like him?”
 
   Wu turned to him, his face grim.
 
   “Because despite the agreement that was signed today it’s clear that war is on the horizon. One day the smaller states will be gone, and even Duke Kang may come at us before then. I have to be ready for this fact, a fact my father could never accept.”
 
   Wen’s worries about his son now seemed quite prophetic and came back to Zhai as he stood next to Wu and stared at the canal. Already in the space of a few minutes Wu had made, in Zhai’s opinion, two grave errors of judgment. What further errors would come he wondered, and would the State of Wei be able to weather them? 
 
   A fish jumped in the canal, sending ripples radiating outward to disturb the calm surface.
 
    
 
   TWENTY-THREE
 
   A knock came at the door, but Liu ignored it. A moment later a second knock came, more loudly than the first. Liu ignored it, too. A few moments later he heard the door open.
 
   “We’re ready to leave,” a voice came from the doorway, a voice Liu recognized as Zhai Huang’s.
 
   Liu ignored Zhai, just as he’d ignored the two knocks on the door. He was bent over his table, a small candle burning next to him even though it was the middle of the afternoon. In his hand he held a small brush which he used to write slowly and carefully onto a scroll. Zhai, recognizing immediately that Liu was caught up in some form of correspondence, gently closed the door and moved to the side of the room to sit in a small chair against the wall, waiting.
 
   Several minutes passed, the only sound the quiet brushstrokes on the scroll as Liu silently and slowly wrote out whatever it was that he deemed important enough to delay their return to Anyi. After staring out at the canal for nearly an hour after the signing of the peace agreement, Wu and Zhai had walked back to their compound in silence. Zhai was still shocked by Wu’s request to relieve General Wu Qi from command and Wu had been lost in his own thoughts. When they’d neared the compound a passing palace servant was instructed to ready their chariots, for they would be heading back to Anyi. Lunch was being served when they stepped into the common room, and while the meal was being laid out and Wu sat down to eat, Zhai went to inform Liu.
 
   With a few final brushstrokes Liu finished his message and returned the brush to the ink pot. He leaned back in his chair, let out a deep breath, and then turned to regard Zhai.
 
   “So you’re heading back to Anyi already,” he said as he stood up.
 
   Zhai took pause at how Liu had phrased his comment. 
 
   “You’re not coming?” he asked slowly.
 
   Liu stood up and walked to the bed where he rummaged through his already packed belongings, so few that they could easily fit into a small shoulder bag. Without answering he pulled out a heavy and worn book, its edges frayed and the once brown leather cover faded with age. He looked longingly at the book for several moments and ran his fingers affectionately across the cover before turning to Zhai. 
 
   “I want you to give this to Wei when you see him in Anyi,” Liu said, taking the few steps to Zhai and holding the book out to him.
 
   Zhai narrowed his eyes and looked at the book. “Your Book of Law?” he said with surprise when he read the title. “You can give it to him yourself,” he protested, holding his hands up in front of him so as not to take the book.
 
   Liu continued to hold it out to him. “I’ll not be returning to Wei.”
 
   “And why not?” Zhai asked, disappointment in his voice, and a little anger as well. He stood up and Liu lowered the book to his side. “You’ve served Wei faithfully for nearly fifty years. You’re just going to walk away now that there’s a new ruler?”
 
   Liu nodded, but said nothing as he continued to stare at Zhai.
 
   Zhai threw his hands up in exasperation. “You’re making a big mistake; you know that, don’t you? Wu needs good counsel now more than anything.” He turned back to Liu, a pleading look in his eyes. “We can still help him make the right choices. We can still turn him into a strong ruler. There is time. The fears that Wen had for him don’t have to come about.”
 
   Liu smiled slightly and turned back toward the table. He set the book down and picked up the scroll he’d finished, checked to make sure the last few lines were dry, then, satisfied they were, rolled it up. He took the candle from the table and tilted it so that wax began to spill down onto the table. He set the candle down then reached into his robes and pulled out a small seal. He dipped it into the wax puddle then, carefully putting he scroll onto the table, firmly pressed the seal into it. He held the scroll up in front of him, nodded in satisfaction at the wax seal, and then began to reach for the seal he’d set on the table. His hand stopped halfway to it, however, and he looked down at it. He shook his head slightly and dropped his hand to his side, leaving the seal on the table. Where he was going he wouldn’t need official seals.
 
   “I want you to give this message to Wei when you give him the book,” Liu said as he turned around once more to face Zhai, the scroll and book in his hands. “Please deliver them to him personally. It’s the final favor I ask of you, Zhai.”
 
   “And what will you do?” Zhai asked resignedly. He realized there were no words he could say to change Liu’s mind. “Where will you go?”
 
   “I’ve not quite made up my mind,” Liu replied. “But I’m thinking about heading west, out of the Seven States completely.”
 
   “How far will you go?”
 
   “I’ve always been curious about the trade routes that move west, and the people that travel them,” Liu replied. “I think I’ll go west until I meet these people that send us such interesting and exotic goods.”
 
   “That is a journey that could take years,” Zhai said, more concerned now with his friend’s safety than trying to argue with him to stay.
 
   “Perhaps longer,” Liu said.
 
   “The journey to Anyi is west,” Zhai said. “You could travel with us faster.”
 
   Liu shook his head and smiled.
 
   Zhai nodded and held out his hands for the book and scroll. Liu handed them to him then grabbed his pack from the bed. 
 
   “What will you say to Wu?”
 
   “Is he in the common room?” Liu asked.
 
   Zhai nodded. “He was just sitting down to lunch when I came to get you. He could still be there, although he could have also gone to the palace gates by now.”
 
   “If he’s in the common room then I’ll explain myself to him,” Liu said, “but if he’s left already, I will not.”
 
   “You’ll just leave him to the fates with no words of explanation?” Zhai asked.
 
   Liu nodded. “I served his father more than I ever served the State of Wei. I never agreed to serve the son. We both know of the worries that Wen had, Zhai. He spoke of them many times, more so over the past few years. He knew deep down, even if he never came out and said it explicitly, that when his son, and his grandson after him, came to power, it would be the end of all that he’d worked to achieve.” He paused and gave Zhai a stern look. “You would do well to think about leaving as well.”
 
   “Is that what you’re telling Wei?” Zhai asked, holding up the scroll. “To get out now while there’s still a chance?
 
   “Among other things,” Liu answered.
 
   Zhai nodded and Liu moved past him to the door. He opened it and held it for Zhai to go through first. Zhai nodded and went through, walking ahead of Liu to the common room, which was empty. Food was still on the table but there was an empty plate where Wu had been sitting when Zhai had last seen him.
 
   “It looks like you won’t be speaking to him after all,” Zhai said as stared at the empty table.
 
   Liu looked at the table for a moment then moved past Zhai to the door. He opened it and stepped out.
 
   “Well, I guess this is goodbye,” Zhai said when he stepped through the door a moment later.
 
   “That it is,” Liu said. He turned and clasped Zhai on the shoulder. “Take care of yourself, Zhai Huang.”
 
   Zhai nodded. “You too, Liu Kui.”
 
   Liu looked into Zhai’s eyes for a moment longer then turned and began walking down the stone pathway. Zhai stood watching him go until he’d disappeared into the trees.
 
    
 
   Historical Note
 
    
 
   The Warring States period was a time of much bloodshed and barbarity, but the period leading up to it, the Spring and Autumn Period, wasn’t. Much of the novel you just read is pretty civil, but the fighting really breaks out as the series continues. And all of it is based on fact.
 
   Let’s start with the flooding of Zhongshan. That’s not true, but a city mentioned in the book, Jinyang, did have that happen about 50 years before, around 450 BC. Zhongshan was defeated and incorporated into Wei, and it did take a long time.
 
   I understand that the names might be a little difficult for some, or at least keeping track of them. There’s the state of Wei and Wei Yang. There’s Wu Wei and Wu Qi, Zhai Huang and Zhai Jue. I’m sorry for this, but these are the actual names the men had more than two millennia ago.
 
   Shangdi was the God that was worshipped at the time and the detailed descriptions of the temples come from actual temples in Beijing that were similarly constructed. The ceremony involving the nine tripod cauldrons was also something that actually happened, although the sacrifice of the bull was my own.
 
   Peace was agreed to many times during the Spring and Autumn Period and the years leading up the Warring States period. A peace was not signed by all Seven States, however, but the three main states in this book were elevated to the title of the Three Jins as depicted. Shortly after that things descended into open warfare.
 
   The area to the north that’s referenced quite a bit in this book, the Xihe Prefecture, was an area that was fought over. Wei took it from Qin early in the Warring States period, and General Wu Qi was the administrator there. He was a capable general, taking the five cities that are talked about, and giving the State of Wei the strategic advantage of having a western border “in the passes.” This meant any attempt to invade would be nearly impossible.
 
   General Wu Qi was a real person as well, and his story is chronicled in the second volume of the Warring States Series, The State of Chu.
 
    
 
    
 
   The State of Chu: The Warring States Book 2
 
    
 
   ONE
 
    
 
   A blinding white light filled the sky.  At nearly the same moment a deafening peal of thunder was heard.  Sparks flew through the air and to the ground below as a large pine tree was struck and split completely down to its base.
 
   “Run!” Wu yelled. 
 
   Wu jolted to his feet and pulled up Hai in the process.  The two men bolted out from under the tree just as the large trunk split even further down the middle, the sound of the rain momentarily drowned out by the mighty tree splitting in two.  They ran, but had chosen to do so in the wrong direction:  that side of the tree was splitting off and beginning to fall, coming down right on top of them.  Wu didn’t have to glance back to know they wouldn’t make it.
 
   The sickening groan of the splitting trunk drowned out all other sounds as the two ran.  The air started to rush up behind them and they could hear the tree falling faster.  They both kept up their frantic pace, but it seemed to do no good.  At the last moment, when the sound of the air was the loudest, Wu threw himself and Hai forward in a lunge, hoping to land clear of the tree.  They were swatted like flies from the air by the heavy branches coming down and then pinned into the muddy ground as the tree came to rest on top of them.
 
   Once again, the only sound was the falling rain, still coming down in torrents after more than three days.  Wu gingerly opened his eyes and lay still for a moment.  Heavy drops were smacking the mud around him.  He didn’t dare move, although he could already tell that nothing was broken.  He lifted his face from the mud as much as the heavy branches would allow and turned his head to the side.  Hai was lying next to him, and not moving.
 
   “Hai!” Wu shouted above the rain.  “Hai!”
 
   Next to him Hai stirred and Wu let out a deep sigh of relief, the fear that had been growing inside of him checked.  Hai tried to push himself up but the branches held him firmly.
 
   “I can’t move,” he said.
 
   “We’ve been pinned down,” Wu replied, then swiveled his head to get a better look at their predicament.  He could see that there were only a few feet of branches on either side of them, and a few more ahead.  It looked like they’d managed to run most of the way out of the falling tree’s path, far enough to at least avoid the thickest section of trunk and the heavier limbs.  “I think that I might be able to crawl to the side and get up,” he said after a few moments.
 
   “Take your time,” Hai said.  “I think this is the driest I’ve been in days.”
 
   Wu inwardly chuckled to himself at his friend’s words and took strength from his good humor.  Despite all that’d happened to them in the past month, Hai still managed to retain his sunny outlook.
 
   Wu slowly pulled his arms down to his sides and began to push himself up with his hands.  Even though they were near the top of the tree the weight was still enough that he couldn’t raise himself up.  He pulled his arms back up ahead of him and clutched his hands tightly into the mud before pulling.  His body moved forward a few inches, and he began to push with his feet as he pulled with his hands.  He moved a few more inches and stopped, smiling to himself; even the forces of nature couldn’t stop him for long.
 
   After turning his body so that he was pointing toward the side of the tree, Wu again began to push and pull in the mud.  It took several minutes, but he finally made it to the edge of the tree.  Moving his arms back down to his sides he again pushed up, this time coming up enough to get one leg up then the other.  After that it was easy to push the remaining branches away and stand up.  
 
   The rain immediately began to wash the grey mud from his light brown robes and he tilted his head back for it to do the same for his face, opening his mouth to take a drink and spit.  His topknot had come undone and his long black hair was plastered all over his face.  He took a moment to brush it away and looked back at where their small camp had been.  Part of the mighty pine they’d chosen earlier that afternoon still stood, although it looked very strange with branches only sticking out to one side.  A white streak ran down one side of the trunk, where it ended in a scorched and blackened mark on the ground.  The other half of the tree lay on the ground, stretching nearly fifty yards from its base, and ending just a few yards from where he now stood.  Wu shook his head when he saw how far they’d run in mere seconds.  Shangdi certainly was smiling down on them this day.
 
   Wu walked around the top of the tree to the other side and grabbed a few of the thicker branches and began pulling up.  There was a scrabbling from under the tree and a few moments later Hai appeared from beneath the upraised branches.  He rose up once he was clear and Wu let the branches drop.  Hai glanced at Wu, then back at their camp, running his eyes back along the fallen tree before letting out a low whistle.  
 
    “We got lucky there.”
 
   Wu nodded.  “Our first piece of luck in weeks.”
 
   “That’s for sure,” Hai replied.
 
   Hai’s hair was also in disarray, but he made no effort to remove the long strands from his face as he stared at the tree.  He was younger than Wu, but not much, and age lines were beginning to show on his forehead and around his brown eyes.  His light brown robes were as soaked and muddy as Wu’s, but he seemed to not mind.  
 
   Wu turned and started to walk back to the half of the tree that was still standing, Hai falling in behind him.  “Let’s get our packs and be going,” he said when they reached their small campsite.
 
   “Lighting will never strike twice in one spot,” Hai said behind him.
 
   Wu looked up at the half-tree standing above them.  “I’d rather not wait to find out.”
 
   Hai shrugged and began gathering the kettle and cups that lay around the now extinguished fire while Wu picked up their packs.
 
   “It’ll be dark soon,” Hai said as Wu handed him his pack and he began tying the kettle to it.
 
   Wu nodded.  “I don’t think we’ll find another tree as dry as this one was, but we’ll try.”
 
   Hai walked to the base of the tree and retrieved his sword.  Despite the lightning having split the tree in two, his and Wu’s swords were leaning against the side of the trunk still standing.  He threw Wu his sword and then began to fasten his own to his waist.
 
   “If we still had the horses we could have made it to the next town or village by now,” Hai said as he tied his sword to his waist, some of the water from his soaked robes squeezing out as he fastened it tightly.
 
   “Well, there’s nothing we can do for that now,” Wu replied as he finished securing his own sword.
 
   Hai was about to reply when he caught a stern look from Wu.  He held his tongue and slung his quiver of arrows over his shoulder instead, doing the same with his bow a moment later.  He looked up again at Wu and nodded.  Wu turned and headed back out into the rain.
 
   They walked in silence through the forest, the only sound the rain around them.  Their silences had grown more frequent over the past week since they had lost the horses.  Two lone men traveling alone could be dangerous, especially when they were obviously not peasants, and especially in a state like Zhao.  They had learned that the hard way, and now walked because of it.  It was for that reason that they no longer traveled the roads, but kept to the forests and plains as much as possible.  
 
   Before, in the weeks after they had left the Wei Army camp outside of Xihe, Hai had spoken almost constantly, something that had grated on Wu at the time, but which he now realized the man had been doing only in an attempt to raise his spirits.  Unfortunately the attempt had failed.  Still, Wu was thankful for Hai’s regard, for he realized now that he’d needed his spirits raised.  He still couldn’t believe he’d been relieved of command of his army, and then left the State of Wei for good.  His decade’s long service apparently meant nothing to the new Marquis of Wei, Marquis Wu, a man that Wu had been friends with in his younger years, and also a man that had grown to hate him over time.  Wu shook his head to expel the thoughts and trudged on.  
 
   After several minutes of walking Hai called out behind him and pointed ahead with his hand.
 
   “That looks like a good one there.”
 
   Wu followed Hai’s arm to a tall tree with outstretched branches.
 
   “Looks like there’s even a few dry spots near the trunk,” Hai added.
 
   “It’ll do,” Wu said as he started forward again.
 
   They walked the few yards to the tree, neither in a rush, for they were both already soaked to the bone, and took off their packs when they got there.  
 
   “No use trying to build a fire again,” Hai said.  “I’ll never find dry wood around here.”
 
   Wu nodded.  “We still have plenty of bread and cheese.”
 
   Hai winced at the thought of another meal of the rock-hard bread and moldering cheese, but said nothing.  In the next day, two at most, they would be out of the Zhao lands and could again travel the roads where inns were more frequent.
 
   Wu took his pack off and sat down at the base of the tree before staring off into the distance.  The General’s despondency had grown over the past week since they had lost their horses, and Hai quickly took out some bread and cheese and passed it to his former commander.  
 
   “Another day or two and we’ll be in Qi,” he said jovially after Wu took the proffered food without comment.  “Boy, they’ll be glad to see you!”
 
   Wu said nothing as he started in on the sparse meal, and Hai winced at his friend’s demeanor.  Wu had always been quiet, but never this quiet.  It was becoming increasingly difficult for Hai to keep up the good cheer, especially when he had to force it, as was happening more and more.
 
   “How long do you think it’ll take for you to crush House Tian?” Hai said, pressing on despite Wu’s mood.  “Two weeks?  Three at the most?”
 
   Hai smiled his brightest smile but Wu didn’t even look at him, just kept slowly chewing his food with that faraway look that Hai had come to recognize all too well.  Unable to keep up the pretense of good cheer any longer, Hai lapsed into silence himself and the two men stared out at the rain around them while silently chewing their food.
 
    
 
   TWO
 
   “There it is at last!”
 
   Hai pointed excitedly at the stone marker along the road that marked the border between the Qi and Zhao lands.  Finally, after nearly two weeks of riding and walking, they had reached their goal of making it to the State of Qi.
 
   Hai turned back to Wu, an eager look on his face, but Wu just gave the slightest of nods and walked by him.  Undeterred, and his excitement undiminished, Hai rushed up to walk beside him.
 
   “Now that we’re in your home state I bet we could secure some horses rather easily,” Hai said, beaming up at Wu.  “With horses we could be in Linzi in a day or two.”
 
   “If we can get horses,” Wu replied.  “House Jiang only controls the capital and another small area, House Tian the rest; and I don’t think that House Tian will be too eager to see me to the capital any time soon.”
 
   Hai’s brow furrowed.  “Surely House Tian doesn’t control every horse trader in the state.”
 
   “I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” Wu said, “and I’m not sure if I want to find out.  I think it’s best if we stick to the smaller roads for awhile and just keep walking.  I’m known in Qi, and the last thing I want is for House Tian to know I’ve come back.”
 
   “I’ve never been in Qi before, so I’m not too familiar with the politics,” Hai admitted.
 
   “All you need to know is that House Tian and House Jiang have been fighting for the past hundred years,” Wu explained.  “House Jiang, which Duke Kang leads, has been steadily losing ground to House Tian during that whole time.  Now they’re barely holding on at all.”
 
   “That’ll all change when you reach the capital, though, right?” Hai asked uncertainly.
 
   “If I can meet with Duke Kang and he gives me men to command, yes,” Wu said.  “If for some reason he refuses my offer, then I don’t see House Jiang lasting much longer.”
 
   Hai stopped and a moment later Wu turned back to look at him.
 
   “It’s that bad?”
 
   Wu nodded.   “It’s that bad.”
 
   Wu began walking once again but Hai stood a moment longer with the puzzled expression on his face before rushing to catch up.
 
   “Well, if that’s the case, then-”
 
   Wu suddenly raised his hand up, cutting off all further talk.  He stood for a moment, then turned back to face Hai.
 
   “Riders,” he said.  “In the distance, coming from across the border.
 
   Hai’s eyes grew larger.  “Should we…”
 
   “Just keep walking and act normal,” Wu said.
 
   Hai did as he was told, keeping a step behind Wu.  After a few more moments the horses could be heard distinctly, coming up on the other side of the low rise that marked the border.  After another few moments the first rider appeared, his dark purple robes dust stained from the road.  Two more men came up behind him a moment later and all three slowed their horses to a walk as they spotted the two horseless men on the road.
 
   Wu let out a sigh of relief when he saw from the men’s robes: they were of House Jiang and not House Tian.  Purple had always been the color worn by the rulers in Linzi, green the color favored by the rebels.  Wu lengthened his pace, confident that the men would help him get to the capital that much faster.
 
   “What are you two about?” the lead soldier called down, a grizzled man with few teeth showing in his mouth.  Wu and Hai were within ten yards of the three riders, who were now completely stopped next to the border marker atop the rise in the road.  “You’re obviously not peasants, and from those swords at your belts I’d say that you’re soldiers, deserters most likely.”
 
   “But from which army?” another of the soldiers asked, this one with a nose that’d been broken at least ten times.  “Leaving Zhao, are they?”
 
   “My name is Wu Qi, former general of the Wei Army in Xihe,” Wu said confidently when he had gotten closer to the men.  “I come to Qi seeking an audience with Duke Kang.”
 
   The three soldiers looked at one another then back at Wu.  The toothless soldier, obviously in command of this small group, kicked his horse and circled around Wu and Hai, looking them both up and down before joining his two companions again.  
 
   “Former general,” he said, a frown on his face, “why is that?”
 
   Wu stared back at the man, his face revealing nothing.  “After Marquis Wen died, his son, now Marquis Wu, deemed that my services were no longer necessary.  I was dismissed from the Army.”
 
   “And now you’ve come here, back to your homeland,” the broken-nosed soldier said.  “What makes you think that we want you here?”
 
   Wu narrowed his eyes at the man, but returned his gaze to Toothless.  “I feel as though I would be a great help to Duke Kang in his fight against House Tian.”
 
   “How do we know this isn’t some kind of trick?” the third soldier finally piped-up.  This one seemed to share none of the sheer ugliness of the other two men, so Wu thought of him as Handsome; he’d learned long ago to name his enemies long before battle commenced.  
 
   “General Zhai Jue was supposed to help us against House Tian, but in the end he betrayed us,” Handsome continued.
 
   “And all of the other Wei soldiers have pulled out of Qi weeks ago,” Broken Nose added, “along with those from Zhao and Han.”
 
   Toothless reached for the sword sheathed at his belt.  “And now you come here, claiming to be the great Wu Qi.  I don’t believe you.”  He pulled the sword out and held the gleaming blade up in front of him.  “I don’t believe you for one second.”
 
   The man kicked his horse forward to cover the few yards separating him from Wu, but before his horse made it more than two steps an arrow suddenly sprouted from his chest.  Wu saw the man’s eyes open wide at the impact, and wider still when he looked down at the arrow sprouting from him.  His horse made it a few more steps before he leaned over the side and then fell onto the road with a sickening thud.  Toothless was no more.
 
   Wu turned and rushed back the few feet to Hai, who was already nocking another arrow to his bow.
 
   “Hai, no, wait!” he yelled.
 
   “They’d have killed you,” Hai said loudly as he drew the bow up to his face.  He began aiming at the next soldier, Broken Nose, who was already racing toward them, his sword held high.
 
   Hai loosed the arrow, but instead of striking the man in the chest as he’d aimed, it struck Broken Nose’s left shoulder instead.  The man grunted in pain, but his charge continued on.
 
   Wu raised his sword up just in time to block the first blow from Broken Nose’s sword, bringing it up again to block Handsome’s charge as the first man flew by him on the horse.  Steel rang in the air as their swords met, and Wu hoped that Hai had dropped his bow and pulled his own sword.
 
   Handsome continued to swing down at Wu, but Wu was quicker, and in between blocking the man’s wild swings he thrust up with his own sword.  One of his thrusts proved successful, piercing into the man’s side.  Handsome grunted in pain, but was able to swing down once more, although the attack didn’t have the same force as the others, and Wu knew the man was finished.  He thrust up again, piercing the same spot, then pulled his arm back to slash open the man’s stomach.  The man fell from his horse onto the road, but Wu was already turning back to Hai and the other soldier before he’d even hit the ground.
 
   He was a moment too late.  Ahead of him Broken Nose was pulling his sword from Hai’s chest.  Somehow the man had gotten off of his horse while Wu was engaged with the other soldier.  Either he got knocked off by Hai or dismounted on his own.  Either way, Wu realized, didn’t really matter anymore.  
 
   Broken Nose glanced up at Wu and a smile spread onto his face when he met the General’s eye.  He pulled his sword up in front of him, the blood-stained blade taunting Wu.  Wu clenched his sword tightly in his hand and moved toward the man at a slow but deliberate walk.  Their swords rang in the air once, twice, and then again.  The man was capable, but Wu had spent years training men in the finer points of swordsmanship, and this man had just killed his only friend and companion.  Anger boiled inside him, but he kept it in check, using it to fuel his attacks.  Fear crept into Broken Nose’s eyes as Wu opened up with his full potential, increasing the frequency of his thrusts and swings, bringing down the man’s defenses entirely.  First Wu slashed across the man’s left leg, then his left arm.  A moment later two more slashes appeared on the opposite sides, the last causing the man’s grip on his sword to falter.  It was all that Wu needed:  with a quick thrust he drove his sword into the man’s chest, pulled it out, and turned away before the man was even sure of what had happened.  
 
   Wu was already at Hai’s side when Broken Nose fell to the ground dead.  He peered into his friend’s eyes, but they just stared back at him vacantly.  Wu squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head, silently cursing House Jiang and Qi.  He came to help them, and this is how they repaid him, by attacking him and killing the only friend left to him.  He opened his eyes and brought his hand up to close Hai’s eyes, then stood up and looked at the scene around him.  There were four dead men in the middle of the road, three of them House Jiang soldiers.  The road was not a busy one, Wu knew, but it was still well-traveled.  At any moment more soldiers could appear, and the last thing he wanted was to be accused of murdering his own countrymen.  Still, he could not just leave Hai lying in the middle of the road, not after the man had left Xihe and traveled this far with him.  They had been through too much together for that.  
 
   Wu moved over to one of the dead soldiers and wiped his sword clean on the man’s purple robes before sheathing it in his belt.  He then moved over to one of the horses and gently took its reins, smoothing down its mane as he did so.  The animal was skittish, but didn’t try to run from him.  He led it over to Hai’s body then reached up and unbuckled  the saddle, letting it fall to the ground.  He then bent over, lifted Hai’s body, and threw it over the horse’s back.  Well, he thought sadly, Hai finally had a horse again.  
 
   The animal took a few steps back, and snorted its discontent.  It didn’t like the smell of blood, Wu knew, but he only wanted to ride a short distance until he was off the road and near some trees.  Even a small stand would provide enough cover to bury Hai without anyone from the road noticing.  
 
   Satisfied that Hai’s body was secure, Wu took the reins and led the animal over to one of the other horses and pulled himself up into the saddle, his robes bunching up about him.  He took one last look at the three dead soldiers from House Jiang and shook his head before turning the horses back toward Zhao.  As far as he was concerned Qi was dead to him.  He kicked the horses into action and didn’t look back.
 
    
 
   THREE
 
   “Your name?”
 
   Wu stared down at the man in silence until he stopped writing and raised his eyes to look at Wu.
 
   “Your name,” he said with more insistence.
 
   “Wu Li,” Wu replied quickly.
 
   “Wu Li,” the man repeated as he made the brushstrokes onto the thin parchment, then moved down the page to write several more lines.
 
   Wu stared off as the man wrote.  After what had happened at the Qi border he didn’t want to use his real name.  Even this far south in Ying, the capital city of the State of Chu, he could be known.  While he doubted that swords would be brandished in this small government office full of clerks and scribes, he knew that Chu Army soldiers were only a stone’s throw away and could easily respond to a shout of recognition.  He doubted that his name would elicit the same reaction as it had those many weeks ago along the Qi-Zhao border, though.  Still, he wasn’t about to find out.
 
   “Qualifications?” the man asked, drawing Wu’s eyes back.
 
   “For more than ten years I’ve served in the bureaucracy of the State of Wei,” Wu said, his words slightly true.  “I started out at the bottom and worked my way up to quite an important position assisting their army.”
 
   The man leaned back in his chair.  “Is that so?”  His eyes bore into Wu as he brushed his long grey beard with his ink-blackened fingers.  “If you had attained such an important position, then why did you leave?”
 
   “Following the death of Marquis Wen there were…several shakeups to the army,” Wu said slowly.  “The bureaucracy was not immune, and my position was eliminated.”
 
   The man nodded, satisfied with the answer.  If anyone knew the fickleness of bureaucracies it would be a pencil-pusher in Chu, Wu thought.
 
   “You’ll certainly not be going right up to an important position in Chu,” the man said, once again resuming his writing.  “In fact, you’ll have to start at the bottom, like all new applicants.  You’ll be working with men half your age, and they won’t think twice of stabbing you in the back on their rise to the top.”  The man stopped writing and looked up again at Wu.  “But with if you work hard, and with your experience, I’m sure that you’ll have a decent chance of advancing.”
 
   Wu nodded.  Satisfied, the man continued his writing and after another minute came to the end of the paper.  He made a few quick flourishes, stamped it, then turned the sheet around to face Wu.  
 
   “Seeing as you served with the army in Wei, that will probably be the best place for you in Chu.”
 
   “Oh, no,” Wu said quickly, waving his hands in front of him.  “If I have to start at the bottom I’d much rather try my hand at something new.”  The last thing that he wanted was a post in an army office where he might be recognized, but of course he couldn’t say that.
 
   The man frowned and turned the paper back around.  “Well, in that case, why don’t we put you into…oh, how about administration?  It’s the largest department of government, but advancement is still possible.”
 
   “That sounds fine,” Wu said, relieved that the man hadn’t asked more questions.
 
   The man crossed out a few characters here and there, then again turned the paper around to face Wu.
 
   “If you’ll just put your name down here we’ll be all set.”
 
   Wu took the brush and started to write his name.  He paused, remembering that his name was now Wu Li, and wrote appropriately before turning the paper back.  
 
   “Well, that’s it then,” the man said with a bored look.  “You’re to report to administration tomorrow morning.  Your duties will begin then.”
 
   Without another look the man put the paper onto a similar stack and reached for another.  He quickly began writing once again, all thoughts of Wu forgotten.
 
   Wu turned to leave.  The busy office was full of men, both young and old, though mainly young, rushing about with stacks of parchment in their hands or quickly writing with brushes dipped in blank ink from small pots atop their desks.  It was haphazard, and their seemed to be no purpose to any of it, but then Wu reminded himself that he was in Chu now, where the bureaucracy had become so bloated in the past fifty years that it was an entity unto itself, a living animal that pulsed and breathed with life, and which could just as quickly rise up and attack as sit at bay.
 
   Wu made it to the door of the inner office and stepped out into the outer office, which was even worse.  He managed to parry and dodge his way past clerks busily shuffling about and get out of the building unscathed.  He turned back to look at the large stone structure, one of many in that area of the city, and frowned slightly.  He hadn’t anticipated spending his waning years shuffling papers in a government office, but he had little choice.  He had left Xihe in a hurry, both angered and humiliated by his loss of rank, and had taken little with him.  Not that there was a great deal to take in the first place, but he had regretted his hasty departure several times over the days and weeks since then, especially when his small supply of money began to dwindle.  The largest expenditure, and the main reason for his current lack of finances, had been the purchase of the two horses that lasted he and Hai for all of two days before they were confiscated by Zhao Army soldiers.  Confiscated wasn’t quite the right word; robbed would be more appropriate.  Still, there were half-a-dozen of the soldiers, and while Hai had argued vociferously afterward that he and Wu could have easily dealt with the men, Wu hadn’t been so confident that would have been the right decision.  Dispatching them with their swords and bows would have been a simple manner; he doubted any of the six men had been well-trained, at least not as well as he and Hai.  It was the worry that more could be a short distance away.  The discovery of six of their own killed would have ensured a much larger force was sent out to deal with anyone found, whether guilty or not. 
 
   Wu shook off the thoughts as he turned away from the large stone structure and began walking down the cobbled street, careful to keep his eyes out for any gaps in the stones, of which there were many.  Despite the large bureaucracy of Chu, they couldn’t keep their streets properly paved.
 
   Wu reached into his robes as he walked and bounced his money pouch in his hand.  He could tell by the weight and by the sound of the coins that he was nearing the end of his rope.  Within the pouch was barely enough money to secure even the poorest of lodgings and a few meals with it.  
 
   It had been much the same a few weeks before, when he had made the difficult decision to sell his sword.  Down to his last few coins, he’d walked into a small town near the Wei River.  The price he’d received was half of what he would have expected, and at least ten times less than the weapon was worth.  But there was little he could do for it; he needed the money more than the steel.  
 
   The money lasted a few weeks, and he was soon down to only a few coins once again.  It was that realization which brought him to the large government office in the first place; without a steady source of income he’d soon be living on the street like the countless other unfortunates he passed by on every street.  They held out their dirty hands, most with at least one arm or leg missing, some blind, others diseased, begging for whatever handouts they could get.  Wu had winced at the thought of sharing space with them during the night, so was left with only one choice:  get a job.  Thankfully, Chu was the one place in all of the Seven States where they were always willing to put men of intelligence to work, for their bureaucracy was endless, their need of skilled men capable of reading and writing great.
 
   
  
 

Wu turned onto another street and began walking down it.  He was looking for the building that housed Administration, expecting it to be a large stone structure much as the previous Personnel building had been.  Several stone buildings rose up on either side of the street, each with their names etched into the stone above their doors.  There were numerous tax offices, army offices, education offices, foreign offices, and trade offices.  Most of those buildings were large and Wu figured they conducted business for the whole state.  Smaller stone buildings housed such disparate and seemingly redundant offices as Public Works, Street Maintenance, Poverty Control, and Pest Control.  On just one block Wu saw different buildings devoted to weights and measures, one for fruits, one for vegetables, and yet another for grains.  He suspected that they would also have one for meats, and perhaps another for tea.  The sheer scale of uselessness and inefficiency of the Chu bureaucracy was plainly evident just by taking a stroll.  And he didn’t even want to guess at the amount of corruption needed to keep the wheels of it turning.
 
   Another few blocks brought him to a large stone building that was as large as two other government buildings put together.  Above its large double doorway rose a sign proclaiming it as Administration.  Wu nodded, satisfied that he could find the immense building again.  Now his attention could turn to finding suitable accommodations.  He doubted that he had enough money in his pocket to get a room until he received his first month’s pay.  There was always hope that a proprietor of an inn would be understanding and allow him to stay, however.  Wu wanted a place near the Administration building so he turned off onto one of the side streets that branched off from the larger avenue.  
 
   This street was in even worse shape than the one it came from, with more holes than cobbles showing.  Obviously the Street Maintenance bureau wasn’t doing its job.  
 
   Wu sidestepped holes, puddles, refuse, and beggars as best he could as he made his way down the street, all the while trying to keep his eyes up and scanning the numerous signs that hung down over shop doorways.  Many were small stores specializing in stationary items such as pens and ink that would be needed on a daily basis by the large government bureaus surrounding them.  Others were devoted to clothing, household items, and dry goods.  By far the most numerous were taverns, and Wu figured that a great portion of the bureaucratic corps must spend their evenings here drinking away their wages.  No wonder the system was so inefficient..  
 
   All of the taverns looked the same to him, and few of the signs said anything about being an inn as well as an establishment for food and drink.  Still, judging from the windows of the buildings’ second levels he suspected that many of them rented out rooms.                Wu was nearing the end of the street, which was becoming increasingly narrow, and was about to turn around and head back to the main avenue to try another side street.  Suddenly a sign caught his eye.  “The Barracks,” it read simply.  Wu hesitated a moment.  A name like that would surely draw some of the military men of the city, yet the name called to him for specifically that reason.  After a moment he shrugged aside his fears of being recognized and stepped toward the wooden door.  It creaked loudly as he pushed it open, and it took him a few moments for his eyes to adjust to the darkness within.
 
   “We’ll not be opening up for lunch for another hour yet,” a gruff voice called out to him from the back of the room.
 
   Wu closed the door behind him.  “Oh, I’m not here about food, at least not right now,” he began, stepping further into the dark room.  “I’ve come to inquire about a room.”
 
   Wu’s eyes began to adjust to the darkness and the little amount of light able to penetrate the thin curtains of the windows.  He could see a bar at the back of the large common room and stepped closer to it.
 
   “A room, you say?” the gruff voice answered.  “What do you be wanting a room here for?”
 
   Wu could make the man out now, just behind the bar.  He had short black hair which looked to have not seen a comb or brush in several weeks.  His beard and mustache were thick and in an equal state of disarray.  As Wu stepped up to the bar he could see that the man was old, in his late fifties at least, and that he had a deep scar running down one side of his face.  Wu guessed that this man had served in the army, perhaps even seeing some combat during Chu’s waning years of activity, and that he had opened this tavern as a way to supplement his meager pension.
 
   “I’m to start work in the Administration building tomorrow,” Wu said.  “I’m new to the city don’t have a place to stay.  I thought that a place close to my work would be best.”
 
   The man looked him up and down for a moment, a frown coming to his face.
 
   “And I suppose that you don’t have the money to pay me now, either?”
 
   Wu suspected that this man had seen countless young would-be bureaucrats come through his door over the years, asking for the same thing that Wu was now asking.
 
   “I have some, but most likely not enough for a full month, at least until I’m paid.”.
 
   The man snorted, not at all surprised by the answer.  “Figures,” he said.  “Well, how much do you have?”
 
   Wu took the small money pouch from within his robes and upended it onto the bar.  “What you see here is all I have to my name.”
 
   “Those are bu,” the man said, his eyes shooting from the coins to Wu.  “You come from up north.”
 
   Wu nodded.  “I’ve been traveling through some of the others states.”
 
   “Well, we don’t usually trade in bu here in Chu, just yibi, but if this is all you’ve got, then I guess it doesn’t matter any longer.”
 
   “Will you take them?” Wu asked.
 
   “I can change them easily enough,” the man said after a moment, not mentioning that he would get a favorable exchange rate that would make the transaction quite worthwhile.
 
   The man paused for a few moments longer and glanced from the small pile of coins to Wu.  “A little old to be starting over again, aren’t you?”
 
   Wu shrugged.  “I have no choice.”
 
   The man stared at Wu in an appraising manner for several moments before swiping the coins off of the bar and into his hand.  He gave them another look then stuffed them into the pocket of his robes before coming around the bar.
 
   “The room is this way,” he said, moving toward the stairs.
 
   Wu quickly followed and the two headed up the creaking stairs.
 
   “The rent will be due on the first of each month, which is when you’ll be paid.  The price is ten yibi per month, and that includes your meals.”
 
   Wu nodded behind the man’s back but said nothing.  He wasn’t sure exactly how much a yibi was worth in comparison to a bu, but he knew that ten bu was nearly an entire month’s pay for a common soldier.  He hoped that Chu bureaucrats made more.
 
   They walked down the narrow hallway that ran the length of the building before the man stopped at a nondescript wooden door.
 
   “This is the one,” he said as he pushed the door open.
 
   The man held his arm out for Wu to step inside.  The room was little bigger than a common army tent, with the small bed pushed against one wall, a small table and chair taking up much of the other.  A single window illuminated the room, which looked out onto another wooden building just a few feet away and across the narrow alley.
 
   “There’s a bowl for your washing and a pot for your other needs,” the man said, stepping into the room behind Wu.  “It’s not large, but on your salary, you won’t find much better.”
 
   Wu turned back to the man.  “How much will I owe you at the beginning of the month?”
 
   The man stared up at the ceiling for a moment before looking back at Wu.  “With what you’ve given me, oh, I’d say three yibi’s.”
 
   “Then I’ll take it,” Wu said.
 
   The man reached into his pocket and pulled out a ring of keys, sorted through them, then selected and removed one.
 
   “Lunch is served at noon, dinner at six,” the man said as he handed the key to Wu.  “I be Sa.”
 
   “Thank you, Sa,” Wu said as he took the key.
 
   The man nodded, gave Wu one more quick once over, then left the room, closing the door behind him.  Wu turned and looked around again at the sparse room before sitting down on the bed.  Well, he thought with a frown, time to start again.
 
    
 
   FOUR
 
   The chime sounded and Wu rose from his desk.  He dipped his brush into a small cup of water then ran it over a cloth for a few moments, removing the black ink.  He then laid it beside the ink pot, shuffled a few stacks of paper into one orderly pile, grabbed another stack, rose from his desk, and turned toward the door.  The four other men Wu shared the small inner office with were each walking toward the door as well, nodding good night as they went.  Wu was the last out and closed the door behind him, pulling a ring of keys from inside his robes to lock it.  The large outer office was a bustle of activity as the younger clerks and scribes rushed about with stacks of papers.  Each wanted to get to the right desks as quickly as possible so that they too could be out the building and on their way home, or more likely to their favorite drinking establishments.                Wu easily moved through them and toward a side wall of the larger office where a man still sat at his desk.  He looked up as Wu approached, a frown spreading onto his face.
 
   “You just brought me a stack that size this time yesterday,” the man complained.
 
   “I know you like to keep busy,” Wu said to the man as he laid the stack of papers down on the desk.  
 
   The man snorted but said nothing, not even glancing at the new stack that had just been added to the several already there.
 
   Wu turned and headed for the door of the outer office, moved through to the long hallway branching off into yet more offices, and then through the front desk room before finally emerging from the building entirely.  He didn’t pause as he stepped onto the cobbled avenue and turned toward the small side street that led to his lodgings.  He only noticed the numerous potholes as he stepped around them and didn’t give the equally numerous beggars a look at all.  Within minutes he was walking through the door of The Barracks and heading toward the bar.
 
   Despite the fact that the final chime of the day had just sounded a few minutes earlier, the common room of The Barracks was already half-full.  Men were busy throwing back glasses of wine and mugs of ale, the second already for many of them, Wu judged from the din of voices already growing loud.  
 
   Wu walked up to the bar but before he even reached it Sa had placed a small tray down with several bowls on it.  Wu lifted one of the lids and steam wafted up into his face.  Ah, beef tonight; Wu could tell from the smell.  He put the lid back on the bowl, grabbed the tray, and headed for the small staircase at the side of the room.  Another few moments brought him to his door, through it, and to the small table opposite his bed.  He placed the tray down, pulled out the rickety chair, and sat down.  A small brazier sat on one edge of the table and he picked up a flint and dagger beside it, struck a few sparks, and brought it burning to life.  He lit a candle from the flame before extinguishing it, and then removed the lids from the three bowls, grabbed up his chopsticks, and started in on the rice.  While he chewed that first mouthful he reached into his robes and pulled out his notebook, putting it onto the desk beside his tray.  While still eating he took up his brush, removed the lid of his inkpot and dipped it in.  With his other hand he opened the notebook to the marked page.  After quickly scanning the text he put brush to paper and began writing with one hand while eating with the other.
 
    Wu was still writing when a knock came at the door.  He continued the line he was working on before leaning back in his chair.  He could tell from the large puddle of candle wax on the desk and the darkness outside the window that he had been writing for several hours at least.  He set his brush down, pushed himself away from the table, picked up the empty tray of food, and went to the door.  Sa himself was standing in the hallway, his scarred face as usual betraying no indication of what he was thinking.
 
   “First of the month today,” the grizzled tavern-keeper said as Wu handed him the tray.
 
   “Already?” Wu said with surprise as he reached into his robes.
 
   Sa nodded resignedly but said nothing.  After three years he had grown accustomed to the eccentric bureaucrat that lived upstairs.  He seemed to have no need of friends, conversation, or companionship.  In all the time Sa’d known him he’d only seen Wu come down to the common room for a drink a handful of times.  And not once had he seen the man with a woman, or anyone for that matter.  Still, the man paid his rent on time, although he usually had to be reminded that it was time, and he caused no trouble and made no noise.  He was an ideal tenant, Sa had decided long ago, and he wished he could have more like him.
 
   “Let’s see, ten yibi,” Wu said as he finally found his money pouch and began counting out coins.
 
   Wu finished counting and handed them over.  
 
   “Not once in three years have you asked for a better room,” Sa said as he took the coins and slipped them into his robe.
 
   Wu’s brows furrowed in puzzlement as he looked at Sa and then turned to look into the room behind him.  
 
   “Why would I want another room?” he asked.
 
   Sa shrugged before he picked up the tray once again.  “Suit yourself,” he said as he walked off down the hall.
 
   Wu knitted his brows and shrugged his shoulders as he watched Sa depart, then headed back into the room.  He pulled another candle from a small box atop the shelf he had installed above the desk and lit it from the remains of the last, securing it upright in the still hot puddle of wax.  The room now more fully lit, he grabbed his notebook and leaned back in his chair, scanning over what he had written that evening.
 
   He flipped through the pages, paused on one, and began reading.  
 
   ‘…the amount of paper produced is in direct correlation to the amount of new personnel added to the bureaucratic offices.  More people ensures that more paper needs to be produced.  More paper produced ensures that more people need to be added to deal with it.  More paper meant more people, more people meant more offices, and more offices meant more buildings.  More buildings in turn meant that more people would be needed to build them.  That will in turn lead to more paper…”
 
   Wu stopped and closed his notebook, laying it on the desk.  He leaned further back in his chair and looked up at the shelf above him.  Next to the box of candles were all the notes he had written on the Chu bureaucracy over the past three years, neatly bound into two large leather-bound volumes.  Wu stared up at them in admiration, for they were the only thing of consequence that had come about from his service to Chu during that whole time.  The work he did in the Administration office was pointless, something he had realized after his first few days on the job.  He had wanted to quit right then and there, heading back to Qi to try once again to aid Duke Kang, or even to Anyi to plead with Marquis Wu to allow him that position training soldiers that he had turned down.  He had quickly dismissed those notions, however, and persevered.  After a few months he had even come to enjoy the monotonous paperwork that filled his days in the office, even if he saw no real use for it, and it was around that time that he began compiling notes on what he saw in the office.  They were sporadically recorded at first, just a few observations about his superiors or coworkers, and written mainly on scraps of paper which he would toss away.  After a few more months, however, he began to put some serious thought into compiling a detailed list of everything that was wrong with the Chu bureaucracy.  Thought turned to action once he’d acquired the notebooks.  That’s when his role as administrator, a job he had willingly been looking forward to under Marquis Wen in Xihe truly came into being.
 
   He kept his observations secret, only recording them at night in the confines of his own room, and he never spoke of them to anyone.  He quickly came to realize that any talk of changing the bureaucracy was tantamount to treason in Chu, not so much because it was a great institution and desperately needed, but because so many knew how corrupt and inefficient it truly was.  And, Wu had come to realize, the ones who held that opinion the most were the same men that served  and often ruled over that corrupt and inefficient bureaucracy.  Even though they knew of the futility of it all, they would not dare to change it.  It was their work, their income, their rationale, their life.  Without it they would be nothing, and without them, Chu would not know what to do.  For fifty years the bureaucracy had stifled the once powerful state, making it a shell of its former self.  Many knew this, but few wanted to admit it, even to themselves.
 
   Wu closed his notebook and slipped it back into the pocket of his robes.  He reached his hand up and rubbed his temples and eyes.  For some reason he was feeling a slight headache coming on.  Perhaps it was reading over of what he had written.  While writing he rarely thought much of what was being put down, the words simply coming to him in a torrent, his hand and brush often too slow to keep up.  It was only when he chose to scan through the pages and even read a few that the enormity of the problem hit him, leaving him drained and feeling dejected.  Wu rose from his chair, feeling just that, and looked over at his bed.  It was still early, with several hours remaining before he usually went to sleep.  He glanced out the window and down to the alley below, pondering whether to take a walk or not this evening.  
 
   The sounds from the busy common room below came up to him.  Usually he had no problem drowning them out, rarely noticing them at all anymore, unless it was a particularly rowdy crowd or a fight broke out.  It sounded as though neither was occurring tonight, however.  Thinking that it had been some time, months perhaps, since he had last gone downstairs for a drink, Wu decided to do just that.
 
   He left his room, closing and locking the door behind him, and went down the stairs to the common room.  About two dozen men were scattered about the room, most sitting at wooden tables in the center of the room and against the walls.  A few of the more inebriated men stood, speaking loudly on one topic or another to their particular group of friends or whoever was unfortunate enough to be within earshot.  Wu took it all in and moved to the bar, where Sa was serving drinks and chatting with a few of the more regular customers and tenants that rented rooms.
 
   “Well, this is a surprise,” Sa said as he walked down to Wu.  “What’ll you have?”
 
   “Wine,” Wu said.
 
   While Sa turned to retrieve a cup Wu turned and leaned his back against the bar to better survey the room.  Most of the men were young bureaucrats, although there were a few older men as well.  He recognized one or two from his own office, although he didn’t know there names.  None seemed to recognize him, or if they did, they paid him no heed.
 
   “Here you are, Wu,” Sa said as he finished pouring the cup of wine.  “That will be a tenth.”
 
   Wu fished out his money pouch and found the appropriate coin, a tenth of a yibi, and slid it across the bar to Sa.  The inn-keeper  slightly as he picked it up put it into the money box behind the bar.
 
   “Got tired of writing?” Sa asked as he came back to the bar.  The barkeep and owner of The Barracks had seen Wu writing at his desk many times over the three years that he had been staying there, most times after knocking on the door for several minutes without answer before opening the door to peer inside.  Each time Wu had been so occupied with his writing that he hadn’t noticed the sound, and a few times Sa had even mentioned that he had entered, retrieved the empty tray of food, and left the room again without Wu even noticing.
 
   “I was beginning to feel a headache come one,” Wu admitted.
 
   Sa nodded.  “I’m not surprised.  You can’t always stay cooped up in that small hole.”
 
   Wu didn’t reply as he continued to look about the crowded room.  Although most of the men were obviously bureaucrats, several seemed out of place.  He turned back to Sa, who was moving further down the bar.
 
   “Seems that the crowd is a little different that usual tonight,” Wu said.
 
   “Soldiers, and high-ranking ones at that,” Sa answered as he came back.  He looked past Wu at the men in the room.  “I don’t see him just now, but just a few minutes ago General Min himself was here.”
 
   Wu turned back to face Sa.  “General Min?  You can’t be serious.”
 
   “Dead serious,” Sa said with a stern look.  “He sat right there, ordered dinner and drinks for his men.”
 
   Wu looked toward the table that Sa had nodded at and saw several men sitting about.  He could clearly tell they were soldiers, his years in the army made that easy.  None were in any type of military robes, however, and in fact their robes looked just the same as the  bureaucrats that surrounded them.
 
   “Where did the general go?” Wu asked, a feeling of nervousness coming to him.
 
   “I’m not sure,” Sa admitted.  “Perhaps just to relive himself.  I doubt he would have left his men.”
 
   Sa’s attention was called away by a few thirsty men further down the bar and Wu picked up his own cup of wine, taking a deep drink of it as he stared at the table of soldiers.  The last thing he wanted was for General Min to see him.  
 
   The two had met several years before.  Wu had still been serving alongside Marquis Wen’s son, Wu Wei, when they both were commanders in the Wei Army.  They had been sent south to deal with a small clash of Wei citizens against citizens of Chu over grazing land.  Two villages had eventually been pulled into the hostilities, both on either side of the border, so both states sent a small force to restore order.  The citizens quickly fell into line when the two groups of soldiers appeared on the outskirts of their villages, and that same night the commanders of the two states had dined together before heading back to their respective capitals.  One of those young commanders was General Min, and he and Wu Qi had spent a great deal of time talking about their two states’ forces.
 
   Wu knew that General Min would recognize him if he saw him, and that was the last thing he wanted.  He had made it three years without his true identity becoming known, and he wanted to keep it that way.
 
   Wu drained the last of his wine, set the cup down, and was just about to head for the stairs when the front door of the common room opened.  General Min stood standing in the darkened doorway.  He surveyed the scene before him for a moment before walking to his companions.  Wu felt a wave of fear come over him; fear that he would be recognized and possibly killed.  He was, after all, a former general of a rival state, and even though the peace agreement between the states had been in effect and observed by all for more than three years, there could be no certainty of how his situation would turn out if he were to be discovered
 
   Wu hung his head and began walking to the stairs as quickly and as unobtrusively as possible.  It was a short distance, with only a few tables blocking the way, and Wu felt confident that he could make it there and up to his room without detection.  He glanced at General Min out of the corner of his eye and saw that he had reached the table of soldiers and picked up his cup of wine.  He was beginning to say something to them in the same deep, loud voice that Wu remembered when suddenly Wu was covered in wetness.
 
   “Oh!  I’m dreadfully sorry,” a young man said to him when Wu looked up.  From the expression on the man’s face, a slight smile curling the edges of his mouth, laughter tugging at his eyes, Wu could tell that he was anything but.  The man, an obvious bureaucrat, glanced sideways at his companions sitting at a nearby table, each of whom was already beginning to break out in laughter.
 
   “Please, let me buy you a drink to make up for it,” the man quickly said before turning to yell toward the bar.  “Sa!  Sa!  Get us another cup of wine over here!”
 
   Wu, wine dripping from his head and face and onto his light brown robes to the floor below, turned back to the bar without thinking.  Sa was staring over at him, as were many of the other patrons.  Wu couldn’t stop his eyes from jerking toward General Min’s table, and he quickly regretted the action.  General Min was staring straight at him, and their eyes met.  It seemed like an eternity before Wu could pull his gaze away and turn back toward the stairs, pushing past the young man who was now laughing along with his friends.  In fact, it wasn’t an eternity but a single brief moment, but in that moment Wu had seen General Min’s brows knit and his eyes narrow before they widened again.  Wu knew that look: he had been recognized.  
 
   He walked as quickly as he could to the stairs and then, out of sight of the men in the common room, bounded up them two at a time.  Wu was at his door in a flash, his keys already in his hand, and was soon inside.  He didn’t pause for a moment as he reached for the two leather bound books of notes on his shelves, stuffed them under his arm, and then turned for the door once again.  Nothing else mattered to him, only the notes were important, although what he would do with them, and even why he was compiling them, was beyond him.  He stepped out into the hallway and began to pull the door closed behind him, when he suddenly stopped.  Even if he did want to escape, which he most assuredly did, he could not do so without going down into the common room.  There were no other stairs, and the only back door of the establishment was through the kitchens behind the bar.  Even if he had wanted to take that less obtrusive way out, he couldn’t reach it without half the eyes of the common room going to him as soon as he came down the stairs.  
 
   Wu pushed the door back open and stepped inside.  He looked around for a brief moment then rushed to the window.  The drop down to the alley was less than twenty feet, and piles of refuse were heaped about beneath.  Without hesitation he dropped his notebooks onto the bed and began pulling at the window, then, when it wouldn’t budge, pushing.  The window was sealed shut with years of grime, for Wu had never opened it before, and it proved nearly impossible to budge.  Still, he kept at it, and after several moments the frame began to loosen from the grime it was encased in.
 
   The stairs at the end of the hallway began to creak and Wu immediately stopped.  The creaking came again, and Wu knew from the sound that someone was coming up.  His eyes darted from side-to-side, panic beginning to edge in, and looked back at the window again.  He would never get the thing open in time,  His eyes fell upon the chair pushed under the table and without hesitation he reached for it.  He had it over his shoulder and was just about to swing it at the window when a voice stopped him cold.
 
   “General Wu, is that really necessary?”
 
   Wu closed his eyes and let out a deep sigh, the chair still held over his shoulder.  After three years of successfully staying unknown it all came crashing to an end with one spilled cup of wine.  Wu lowered the chair back to the floor and slowly turned to face the man in the door.
 
   General Min was a tall man, taller than Wu by a head, and would be forced to bend down if he wanted to enter the small room.  His long black hair was tied in a neat topknot on his head, and allowed to flow down his back in a single long tail.  His mouth was framed by a small, neatly trimmed beard and mustache while the rest of his face looked smooth and surprisingly young.  His brown eyes stared at Wu with a mix of surprise and curiosity.
 
   “You’re not wearing your uniform,” Wu said as he pushed the chair back to the table and motioned with his arm for Min to come in and sit down.
 
   “I haven’t worn that in some time, at least not in the capacity it was meant for,” Min said as he ducked under the door frame and came into the room.  “Once a year Duke Dao has some kind of elaborate ceremony in the palace and the uniform gets dusted off and worn for a night.  Wine stains now take the place of the blood stains.”
 
   Wu waited for Min to sit down in the chair before sitting down on the bed opposite him.
 
   “I seem to have found plenty of those this evening,” Wu said, holding his robes out to look down upon the purple stains from the wine which had caused this meeting.
 
   “And plenty of the other kind as well over the past few years,” Min said.  He leaned closer to Wu and spoke in a hushed voice.  “I was sorry to hear about what happened to you when Marquis Wu came to power.”
 
   Wu nodded, a slight smile coming to the edge of his mouth.  “Not as sorry as I was to experience it.”
 
   Min smiled before shaking his head.  “He’s a fool to dismiss his best general like that.  What could he have been thinking?”
 
   “About the past,” Wu said quietly, then continued quickly as he saw Min’s brows furrow in confusion.  “But that was more than three years ago now, and, as you can see, I’m now quite content in Chu.”
 
   Min stared around at the small room before returning his gaze to Wu.  “Living in a box like this and working in the Chu bureaucracy?  I don’t think so, Wu.”
 
   “I’m content,” Wu replied.
 
   “And it is contentment which filled those two books at your side,” Min said, pointing at the two leather-bound notebooks still lying on the bed.
 
   Wu instinctively moved his hand and pulled the books closer to him.  “Just thoughts, they’re nothing of any consequence.”
 
   “You’re a terrible liar, Wu,” Min said with a laugh.  He smiled at Wu for several moments and then grew serious once again.  “There is nothing to be afraid of, Wu.  No one in Chu means you any harm.  There’s no need for you to go by any other name but your own, and there is certainly no need for you to be working as a lowly clerk in the Department of Administration.”
 
   “How do you know these things?”
 
   “I asked the barkeep who you were before coming up here,” Min replied with a shrug.  “He said you were Wu Li, had been living here for three years while working in the bureaucracy.”
 
   Wu shook his head.  “It is no concern of yours what I call myself or where I choose to bide my time.”
 
   “Oh, but it is, Wu, it is.”  Min stared at Wu for several moments before continuing.  “You see, Wu, you are one of the most capable generals in all of the Seven States.  You would be a huge asset to Chu, or any state for that matter.”
 
   Wu shook his head.  “My military days are over.”
 
   “Your talents as an administrator match those as a general.”
 
   Wu narrowed his eyes and knitted his brow.  “What are you getting at?”
 
   “Even if you were interested in joining the Chu Army, it would be a waste of your talents.”  Min threw up his arms and rose from the chair, causing Wu to lean back.  “The bureaucracy stifles any attempt by the military to take action against even the weakest of the smaller states,” Min said in frustration.  “We cannot empty a chamber pot without filling out several forms, sending them off to the appropriate offices, and then waiting for a reply, which may or may not come.  They’ve taken one of the most formidable armies in all the Seven States and turned it into a dog on a leash.”
 
   “Then why don’t you do something about it?” Wu asked in consternation.
 
   “I would if I could,” Min replied, “but I can’t.”  He peered out of the window as he continued to speak.  “I’m an Army man, Wu, always have been.  I know nothing about administering the lands that we conquer; I leave those worries for others to argue over.”  He turned back to Wu, a glimmer in his eye.  “But you, Wu, you know all about those sorts of things.”
 
   Wu shook his head.  “You’re confusing me for someone else, Min.”
 
   “No, I’m not,” Min said as he again sat down in the chair, this time leaning in to talk to Wu.  “All of the other states were abuzz with what you were doing in Xihe over those five years that you fought there.  We’ve never seen changes the likes of which were made there, Wu.  You not only took the lands under your control, but you kept them by the demand of their own people.  Those policies continue to be talked about in all of the Seven States.  I could never have made those changes; no one I know of could.”
 
   Wu waved his hand dismissively.  “That’s all history.  Others are governing Xihe now, not I.”
 
   “And they’re not doing half the job that you did,” Min said.
 
   “I don’t understand what that has to do with me now.”
 
   Min leaned back in his chair and studied Wu for a few moments.  “Duke Dao is ready to take on the nobles and gut the bureaucracy.”
 
   “I’ve heard that talk before,” Wu said.
 
   “It’s for real this time, Wu.  He means to make some serious changes before the year is up.”
 
   “Impossible, the bureaucracy is too large, the nobles too controlling.  They’d stop any attempts before he even got started.”
 
   “Not if the great General Wu Qi was overseeing the changes,” Min said.
 
   Wu laughed.  “You’re dreaming, Min.”
 
   “Am I?”  Min rose from his chair and sat down on the bed beside Wu.  “I’m heading straight to the palace to tell Duke Dao that you’re here, whether you like it or not.”
 
   Wu shook his head.  “Please don’t do that, Min.  Let me continue on as I have.”
 
   “That I cannot do, Wu.  It would be an injustice to not only you, but to Chu as well.”
 
   “I’ll leave.”
 
   Min let out a sigh.  “We’ll find you, Wu.  Now that we know you’re here, we’ll find you.”
 
   Wu stared at the floor but said nothing.  His world was suddenly crashing down around him, and there was nothing he could do to stop it.  The carefully prepared life that he’d created for himself was no more.  Wu Li was gone forever, changed back in an instant to Wu Qi.
 
   Min rose from the bed and stared down at Wu.  “Come with me, Wu.  Meet with Duke Dao.”  Min pointed at the two books still sitting next to Wu.  “Tell him of your thoughts on the bureaucracy.  Show him your books.”
 
   “The nobles are too strong, the bureaucracy too large,” Wu said quietly and without conviction.
 
   “Tell him how to change that, Wu.”
 
   Wu looked up at Min, sorrow in his eyes.  Min gave smile in return and held out his hand.  
 
   Wu looked at it then down to the floor.  What do I have to lose, he thought.  He looked back up at and grasped the general’s hand.
 
   “You’ve made the right decision,” Min said as he helped him to his feet.
 
   “I’m not so sure of that,” Wu replied.
 
   “Perhaps not now, but you’ll come to see the wisdom of it with time.”
 
   Wu reached down and again picked up his books and put them under his arm.  Min stepped back out into the hallway as Wu took one last look around his small room.  He blew out the candle, plunging the room into darkness, and then stepped out into the hallway beside Min, pulling the door closed behind him.
 
    
 
   FIVE
 
   Even in the dark of night the Chu Royal Palace reared up resplendently from the otherwise dull and barbaric structures that crowded around it.  The palace, much like the rest of the city, was a constant work in progress:  it was continually in the process of either moving out or moving up, and sometimes both at the same time.  Unfortunately, as that movement took place the quality and beauty decreased markedly.  Although the palace was quite resplendent as Wu and Min approached it, its outer face was nothing compared to its inner.
 
   The Palace grounds were surrounded by a low wall which rose up behind a moat that had long ago ceased to hold water.  The two men walked over the wooden bridge that spanned the dry and cracked stone beneath them and then right past the two sentries manning the gate, both of whom gave a deferential nod to Min.  Once inside the wall, the appearance of the palace grounds became better, although it was nothing compared to the palace in Anyi, Wu thought.  All throughout the stones of the buildings and walls were cracking from neglect and improper construction.  Weeds sprouted from the bricks at their feet and refuse was piled about haphazardly.  Still, it was cleaner and more maintained than much the city, although Wu couldn’t quite decide if that was good or bad.
 
   Entering the palace itself proved just as easy and they were soon walking down the carpeted halls.  Tapestries depicting Chu’s military achievements over the previous centuries lined the walls, each showing a victory over large and small states alike, although Wu knew that most had been small.  At last they came to a door that had several guards and Min had to stop and request an audience with Duke Dao.  One of the guards nodded and slipped through the door.
 
   “Is it common for you to come to the palace at night like this?” Wu asked while they waited.
 
   Min shook his head.  “I haven’t been to the palace in nearly a year.”
 
   Wu’s brows furrowed in surprise.  “You can just enter any time you like?”
 
   “I’m Duke Dao’s leading general,” Min answered.  “If there’s something that I need to tell him then I’m to come to him directly.”
 
   Wu nodded.  At least there was one small part of Chu that wasn’t weighed down by the bureaucratic slowness that so plagued other areas of the government; usually any type of action took days, if not weeks or months.
 
   After a few minutes the guard returned through the door, holding it open and indicating with his other arm for the two men to enter.  They walked down another short hallway which ended at another set of double doors and yet another two guards.  The door was opened for them and they stepped through into a large room that was dominated by a huge wooden desk.  Seated at it was Duke Dao, his long grey hair flowing down his back, his bushy grey eyebrows nearly covering his piercing brown eyes.  He rose when the two men entered.
 
   “General Min, it’s good to see you again,” he said with a smile.  “I hope that everything regarding the army is sound and that this is just a social visit.”  He glanced at Wu when he said the last, but Wu couldn’t tell if the Duke recognized him or not.
 
   “There are no troubles which require the army’s services, if that is what you mean,” Min said coolly, “but the other problems which the country faces, and which I’ve spoken to you at length of in the past, are still plentiful.”
 
   “Yes,” Dao said as he sat back in his chair, “the other problems.”  He stared hard at Wu for a few moments, looking him up and down, as if deciding if the man now standing next to his leading general were a friend or an enemy.  The distinction most likely rested on what Wu said.
 
   Min raised his hand up and indicated Wu.  “Tonight while dining at an inn near the Administration Department I happened upon General Wu Qi.  As you know, Sire, Wu Qi was the leading general in the Wei Army until Marquis Wen’s death.  When Marquis Wu came to power he, for reasons beyond me, relieved Wu of his position at the head of the army.  It was Wu Qi who led that army in taking the Xihe area from Qin.  He was just beginning to oversee administratively when he was relieved of command.”
 
   “Yes, I thought that you looked familiar,” Dao said as he continued to look at Wu.  “So tell me, Wu Qi, what is it that you are doing in Chu?”
 
   Wu cleared his throat and gave a deferential nod to Dao.  “Sire,” he began, the title feeling out of place on one who was not Marquis Wen, “for the past three years I’ve been working as a clerk in the Administration Department.”
 
   “A clerk!” Dao cried out loudly before laughing a short, sharp laugh.  “Why, whatever for?”
 
   “When I was dismissed from the Wei Army I had very little,” Wu explained.  “I traveled a bit, eventually making my way here to Ying.  By that time I was nearly out of money and needed a job.”
 
   Dao knitted his brows.  “Why have you stayed so long?  Surely you would have wanted to go back to your homeland, the State of Qi?”
 
   “I had planned to, and did cross the border from Zhao into Qi shortly after leaving Wei.”  Wu frowned slightly at the memory of that day’s attack.  “I had wanted to aid Duke Kang and House Jiang against House Tian, but it seems that I was not wanted there.”
 
   “Not wanted?” Dao laughed again.  “Kang is even crazier than I thought.”
 
   Wu lowered his head and looked at the floor for a moment while Dao regained his composure and stared at Wu once again.
 
   “So you’ve been working in our bureaucracy for three years, eh?  Well, what do you think?”
 
   “I’m happy for the opportunity to work there, and I-”
 
   “I’m not interested in whether you like it or not,” Dao interrupted.  “I want to know what you think of it.”
 
   Wu looked up at Dao, his eyes narrowing.  Dao sensed the dangerous look and sat up straighter in his chair.  
 
   “Well?” he said, peering back at Wu challengingly.
 
   “It’s like a large snake that has coiled itself around Chu, squeezing the life out of it with each breath,” Wu said levelly.
 
   “I see,” Dao said, a bit taken back by such a blunt statement.  “And I suppose that in your three years as a clerk in Administration you’ve come up with the solution for such a problem.”
 
   Wu nodded.  “The snake, and all those feeding it, must be killed.”
 
   Dao’s eyebrows rose at the remark and he leaned back in his chair.  He stared at Wu for several moments as he stroked his pointed grey beard, then looked to Min.
 
   “I’ve heard such pronouncements before, Min.  Why is this man so special?”
 
   “Sire,” Min began, “Wu has compiled several notebooks worth of material on the problems the bureaucracy faces.”  He pointed down at the leather notebooks that Wu still held clutched under his arm.  “Furthermore, he is one of the most able administrators in all of the Seven States.  The changes that he brought to the conquered Xihe lands not only stopped any aggression against the Wei Army while they pushed further west, but made those lands more productive and more profitable.  And all the while the attitude of the people was changed from hostility to admiration.”
 
   “You speak very highly of him,” Dao said.
 
   “I do, Sire, but only because he has earned such high praise.”
 
   “And what changes would you make, Wu Qi?” Dao asked as he turned his gaze back to Wu.
 
   Wu took the two notebooks out from under his arm and motioned with his head toward the table.  Dao nodded and Wu moved forward, laying one of the books off to the side of the table while opening the other.  Both Min and Dao leaned in to see what secretes the book held.
 
   Wu flipped through a few pages of neat, handwritten notes before settling on what looked to be a list.
 
   “The government of Chu has become corrupt and inefficient largely due to the greed of the corrupt and inefficient bureaucracy,” Wu began, looking straight at Dao.  “There are a number of reasons why this has come about over the years, but they aren’t important for the solution.  There are a number of changes that need to come about to correct the situation and return Chu to the glory that it once knew.”
 
   He paused to look over at Min and again at Dao.
 
   “Go on,” Dao said, his curiosity piqued by what the former general had to say.
 
   Wu nodded and pointed down at the list on the page.  “The annual pay of all officials, regardless of position, must be lowered.  Furthermore, the corrupt, inefficient, and just plain useless among them must be dismissed.”
 
   Dao gave a low whistle.  “That’s a tall order.”
 
   Wu nodded.  “It only gets taller.”  He again indicated the list on the page.  “The hereditary privileges enjoyed by the nobility for the last three generations must be eliminated.”
 
   “Now see here,” Dao said angrily, “those privileges were put in place for a reason!  They cannot just be taken away.”
 
   “The reason for those privileges was to win the support of the leaders of the smaller states that Chu conquered,” Wu said.  “What was once meant to cement good relations has now become a drain on not only the treasury but the effectiveness of Chu’s ability to function.”
 
   Dao put his hand on his hips and was about to argue further when Min raised up his hand.
 
   “Sire, please, let us hear what he has to say.”
 
   Dao stared at Min angrily but after a moment frowned and nodded his head.
 
   “Continue,” he said through clenched teeth.
 
   “The money that’s saved from lowering the pay of the officials, as well as cutting more than half of the bureaucratic positions, together with that kept here in the palace’s treasury and not that of the nobles’, will allow Chu to train a more efficient and professional army.”
 
   It was Min’s turn to look at Wu in wonder tinged with anger.  “You’re saying that the army is neither of those things now?”
 
   Wu nodded.  “Chu still equips and trains its army like it has for the past hundred years.  Nobles no longer comprise the majority of the army ranks in the other Seven States.  That has changed some time ago.  Civilians are now forming the majority of both the regular soldiers and the commanding officers.”
 
   “To take away both the hereditary privileges of the nobles as well as their standing in the army is quite a blow,” Dao said.  “I don’t think it can be done.”
 
   “That’s a choice that you’ll have to decide upon yourself,” Wu said.  “I can’t do it for you.”
 
   Dao stared at him for a moment before looking down at the opened book.  “Is that all?”
 
   “No,” Wu said with a shake of his head as he put his finger down on the next item in the list.  “High-ranking officials in the bureaucracy and the nobility must be moved away from the capital and to the borders.”
 
   “Whatever for?” Dao asked, more perplexed than angered by this last statement.
 
   “It will reduce their power over the throne as well as taking their talent to areas that need it.  They can be put to use making those areas of the state more productive, which will in turn encourage more people to settle there.”
 
   “I’m not sure that a lot of people would feel comfortable settling along the border with Yue,” Min said as he folded his arms across his chest.
 
   “They will if the leading nobles of the country show them the way,” Wu said.
 
   “Perhaps,” Min answered after a moment of tugging on his short beard.
 
   “I see one more item on your list, Wu,” Dao said.  “Something about buildings, it looks like.”
 
   “Correct.  A new set of building codes must be instituted to make the cities look less barbaric.”
 
   Dao threw up his hand and turned away from the table.  “The other changes I can listen to and see some sense in,” he said in frustration, a smile of unbelief on his face, “but this last is beyond me.”
 
   “I’ve seen better buildings among the Rong Tribes to the north,” Wu said.  “Even though their position on the border of the Seven States is a precarious one at best, they build to last.  That isn’t something I see in Chu.”  He paused, waiting for both men’s full attention.  “Even walking through the palace grounds tonight I was struck by how poorly the palace itself is constructed.  Stones are cracking and crumbling as weeds sprout from the sides of walls.  It certainly isn’t a sight to inspire confidence in the people, or awe in your enemies.  The first things that a visitor to a new city sees are the buildings around him.  If they rise up majestically and beautifully he is awed and impressed by the will and power of the state.  If they stare back at him dejectedly and in disrepair he feels nothing but disrespect toward a people that would allow such poor construction to occur.  And when he returns back home to his own state his scornful opinions will spread.  All respect for that state is gone.”
 
   “I see,” Dao said a few moments after when Wu had finished.
 
   Wu closed the book and stacked it on top of the other.  “Those are the most pressing problems, as I see them, and the ones that must be dealt with immediately if Chu is to regain its former position as one of the leading Seven States.”  He picked up the two books and put them back under his arm before turning away from the table and heading toward the large double doors.  He paused halfway there and turned back.  “You might think that these changes could never be carried out, but I assure you they can and they must.  If serious changes like those I’ve mentioned here tonight are not instituted then in a generation, perhaps less, Chu will be as weak as Qin.  And in another after that it’ll be nothing more than a small state with the ego of a large.”  Both Dao and Min stared back at him but said nothing.  Wu just shook his head.  
 
   “Now, General Min, Duke Dao, if you will please excuse me, I have to report early to the Administration Department in the morning and I need my sleep.”  He gave a low bow before turning back toward the doors.
 
   Duke Dao and General Min just stared and said nothing as he left the room. 
 
    
 
   SIX
 
   “We can be pushed no further!”  Pai Fen roared.
 
   A raucous applause greeted his words, and Pai Fen stood stoically in the center of the crowded hall until the cheering died down.  His long, grey hair was tucked neatly under his dark red hat while his long beard and mustache flowed down into his matching dark red robes.  
 
   “Already we’ve had our hereditary privileges stripped away from us and our annual pay lowered, all the while watching several of our fellows forcibly moved to the borderlands,” Pai yelled out in his deep, booming voice before the cheering had died down completely.  “I tell you again, we can be pushed no further!”
 
   The hall again erupted in applause, this time with several men near Pai rising to show their support.  They were quickly followed by others behind them and to the sides.  Within moments all of the assembled nobles of the Noble’s Council were on their feet, clapping loudly at the words that Pai had said, and for his willingness to say them.
 
   Pai gave a nod and slight bow before moving off of the open floor and back to his seat, the men around him clapping him on the back and offering encouraging words.  Pai nodded to them again and sat down, the others in the hall following his lead.  The hall quieted down and after a few moments another man rose across the open floor from Pai and strode out.  
 
   The hall grew silent as Dao An stopped in the center of the circular marble floor and stared out at the assembled nobles.  His head was clean shaven and shined in the light of the sun from the gallery windows as well as the torches burning on the walls.  His long black mustache and thin beard spilled down to his chest, although, judging from the lines around his eyes and the wrinkles of his face, most suspected that he dyed them regularly.  His dark green robes seemed to swallow up his thin frame as he inwardly frowned at the sight before him:  the hall, meant to hold three hundred and which had done so easily over the years, often overflowing into the hallways without, was now peopled by less than one hundred men.  He shook his head, causing a few murmurings from the seated men.
 
   “Over the years Pai Fen and I have rarely agreed on the issues before us” Dao began in a soft voice that even those nearest craned their necks to hear, “but on this issue before us today, perhaps the most important which has come before us in all our years of service, I can do nothing but agree with him.”
 
   A few men in the gallery clapped and several others began speaking in hushed voices, but others around them quickly quieted them down; no one wanted to miss what Dao had to say.
 
   “To say that the changes that have been implemented over the past two years have been anything less than earth shattering would be an understatement,” Dao said in the same quiet voice.  “Never before in the history of Chu has their been such upheaval among the nobility while the rest of the country remains unaffected.  Not even in times of war,” he pressed on, his voice rising in pitch and tempo, “have such drastic changes been made.  I ask you men, are we at war?”
 
   “No!” many of the men in the gallery shouted down to him.
 
   “No?” Dao said with furrowed brows, causing the men that had just shouted so forcefully to suddenly look unsure of themselves.  
 
   Dao raised his arms up to the men around him, his voice becoming more forceful.  “Is it not war, I ask you, when all that we have been promised for generations is taken away from us?”  
 
   Several of the men in the gallery nodded their heads and looked at one another for support.
 
   “Is it not war when money that has gone to us for years, money that is paid for our tireless service and heartfelt devotion to the State, is suddenly taken away and instead given to the peasants who now call themselves soldiers?”
 
   More men nodded, a few even yelling out in agreement at Dao’s words.
 
   “Is it not war when hundreds of our peers are told in the dead of night that they must pack up what belongings they can, that they are being moved away from the only city they’ve ever known, to spend the rest of their days in some dusty town?  And for no other reason than that a general from the State of Wei thinks it’s a good idea?”
 
   “It is war!” one man shouted from higher up in the seats, and several men jumped to their feet to voice their agreement.
 
   Pai Fen stared at Dao An with a smile on his face.  The man had always known how to get the crowd in the palm of his hand, and he was doing just that here today.  What most surprised Pai, however, was that he was smiling.  Usually when Dao got started, he was arguing against Pai.  For once, and for the first time that Pai could remember, they were both on the same side.
 
   “If it is war,” Dao said, his voice now loud enough for people outside of the hall to hear, “then the question is, ‘what are we going to do about it?”  He peered questioningly at the men around him, his eyebrows raised in anticipation.  “Will we just sit back and let it happen?  Will we just sit back and do nothing until all that our forebears have worked so hard to attain is taken away from us bit by bit until we have nothing left?”  Dao paused, his head cocked to one side, his eyebrows arched, the hall on edge.  “Will we just wait until we are nothing more than common peasants?”
 
   The hall erupted in angry cheers as men all around the gallery shouted out that they would not just sit back and let those things happen to them.  Dao gave a slight bow and moved off the floor and back toward his seat, receiving the same good cheer that Pai had received before him.
 
   The crowd was still restless and on their feet when the next man rose and strode out onto the floor.  Fei Lin could not have been any more different from the two men that preceded him.  Whereas both Pai and Dao wore richly-made robes and took great pains with their hair, Fei eschewed such extravagances in favor of the simple brown robes worn by the majority of the peasants.  His long black hair was tied in a simple queue down his back and his face clean-shaven.  The hall quieted down as he stepped onto the center of the floor, although there were quite a fair amount of stifled laughs and mocking words for him.  Fei Lin couldn’t command the same respect as his better-known and well-liked peers, both of whom were from rich and prestigious families that could trace their lineage back for a thousand years.  But as the leading Daoist of Chu, he was afforded a certain amount of respect, although it came grudgingly at times.
 
   “Pai Fen says that we will not be pushed any further, and Dao An says that we are at war,” Fei began in a loud voice so that he could be heard over the hum of voices.  “But what I ask you is this: how are we to stop those changes from happening and how are we to win this war that we suddenly find ourselves in?”
 
   He stared out at the gallery of men, but no one called out an answer to his question.
 
   “I’ll tell you’ll how we’ll stop it,” Fei said, pausing to make sure he had each man’s attention, “by doing nothing.”
 
   The gallery erupted in murmurs as men talked to themselves and shook their heads at what Fei was saying.  Fei held up his arms to silence them, which he managed after a few moments.
 
   “The history of Chu has been a history of war,” Fei said, “and once again Chu is heading toward war.  Sure,” he said with a glance and a raised hand toward both Pai and Dao, “some of you think that that war is being fought against us, the nobles, but I assure you, it is not.  It is being fought against the slothful nature that Chu has found itself mired in for these past fifty years.  That proud military tradition which many of you so fondly reminisce on, and which I have spoken out against more times than I can remember, is once again coming back to Chu.  And it is coming, gentlemen, not at the urging of those of you gathered here today that spoke so lovingly about it, and yearned for its return, but by a disgraced general from another state who, just two years ago, was a lowly clerk in some lowly government office.”  
 
   Several of the men in the gallery began nodding at Fei’s words, and they emboldened him to continue.
 
   “As we speak, the money that was taken from us and from countless other government officials is being used to grow a larger, better-trained, and more powerful army.  The commanders of this army, our beloved General Min being the foremost among them, are already planning a campaign against the State of Yue, a State which only grew to such heights of power through our support.  Unfortunately, we cannot control or even hope of defeating Yue because of our own corruption and inefficiencies. 
 
   “I tell you, we will change what many of you feel are injustices being perpetrated against you not by shouting out our disproval and vowing to go to war with the throne, but by doing nothing, by waiting, and letting the plans that have been carefully laid take their course.  When our army completes its task against the State of Yue, then all will return to normal.”
 
   “And if it doesn’t?” a voice called out somewhere from the gallery above.
 
   “And if it doesn’t, then perhaps that would be the time to listen to the more…forceful plans that we heard here today.”
 
   Fei waited a few more moments before bowing slightly and walking back to his seat, receiving neither the applause nor the claps on the back that his two peers received after their speeches.
 
   Pai Fen rose from his seat and raised his arms to draw the hall’s attention.
 
   “Gentlemen,” he began.  “We’ve discussed much here today, and time is needed to allow those thoughts and ideas to settle in our minds.  Let us adjourn for the day.”
 
   Nearly all of the men in the gallery rose from their seats before the last words were out of Pai’s mouth.  Pai turned and clapped a few men on the back while shaking the hands of others, assuring each that he would give another speech saying much the same thing when the Council next met.  After a few moments a hand fell on his shoulder and he turned to thank yet another man, but stopped when he saw who it was, his eyes widening and his brows rising.
 
   “I never thought that I’d see the day that we agree on an issue,” Dao said, his dark eyes narrowed from the lines around them.
 
   “Nor I,” Pai admitted as he put his own hand on Dao’s shoulder, “nor I.”
 
   “Now if we would have had Fei on the same page as us, well, then I think that I would have dropped dead from surprise,” Dao chuckled.
 
   Pai smiled.  “Trying to discern where his sympathies lie is like trying to divine the truth from a blind hag of a seer: costly, time-consuming, and not at all worth the effort.”
 
   “And once divined you’ll find that the opinion has changed to the opposite the next day,” Dao said.
 
   Pai laughed and clapped Dao on the back, turning him so that they were standing side-by-side.  
 
   “I for one will not be wasting my time trying to discern that one’s views,” Pai said.  “It would be a waste of my time.  No one cares much for what he has to say anyway.”
 
   “But he does have support,” Dao said.  “You don’t become the most powerful Daoist in Chu, and one of the leading Daoists in all of the Seven States, without friends.”
 
   “True enough,” Pai said, “but did you truly come over to me to speak about Fei?’
 
   Dao stopped and turned to face Pai.  “No, I did not.  I came because I hoped that we could speak in private.”
 
   Pai’s eyes narrowed.  “About agreeing more often?”
 
   Dao shook his head.  “About the troubles that are plaguing us, and about a certain outcast general in particular.”
 
   Pai nodded.  “For that I am all ears.”
 
   “That’s what I was hoping to hear,” Dao said as he turned and began walking with Pai once again.
 
    
 
   SEVEN
 
   General Min opened the door and was immediately assaulted by the noxious odors of both wood and kitchen smoke, neither of which was afforded much of a chance to escape the stuffy common room with its windows and doors closed tight.  He waved his arm in front of his face in an attempt to disperse some of the cloud that engulfed him upon entering.  It was a futile gesture and Min was forced to move slowly through the haze toward the bar.  
 
   “Min,” a voice called out to him from somewhere to his left.  He stopped and turned in that direction, narrowing his eyes to get a better look.  He widened them a moment later when he saw Wu Qi sitting at one of the tables near the far wall, and started toward him.
 
   “You’re early,” Wu said when Min reached the table.  “I didn’t expect you so soon.”
 
   “Duke Dao was not in the palace but out viewing the troops,” Min said as he pulled out the chair across the table from Wu and sat down.
 
   “He’s been doing that quite often these days.
 
   Min nodded.  “That he has.  Ever since the first time he rode out to take a look at what your changes had wrought in the army.  He’s come to realize that the Chu Army of yesteryear is once again coming together.”
 
   “All I hear him talking about when I meet with him is how Yue will be crushed underfoot when the army is ready,” Wu said as he raised his arm and waved toward the bar.
 
   “That’s still some time away,” Min said with a frown, his eyes on the table.
 
   “Not the way I’m hearing it.”
 
   Min was about to argue against whatever it was that Wu had heard when the barkeep appeared at the table.
 
   “Sa, bring another pot of tea and a cup for General Min,” Wu said, then glanced over at Min.  “Unless you’d like something stronger.”
 
   Min waved his hand dismissively.  “Tea is fine.”
 
   Sa nodded and hurried back to the bar.  Wu watched him go, remembering the times that he had paid rent to the man for the small room upstairs.  He hadn’t done that in more than two years, not since he had been invited to live in a room in the palace, itself much more spacious than his former accommodations, but not by much.  Still, he dined at Sa’s establishment, The Barracks, at least twice a month, and tried to have any meetings with important government officials within its common room.  Both Sa’s business and clientele had improved because of those visits, and each time Wu walked through the doors he was greeted with a warm smile, something that still looked out of place on the usually surly proprietor.
 
   “It’s true that the army has improved by leaps and bounds over the past two years, but they’re still green,” Min said, his words drawing Wu’s eyes back to him.
 
   “I’m just saying what others are saying,” Wu said.  “I could really care less if Chu were to attack Yue, and in fact would prefer if they didn’t.  There is no real need to do it, and I think it’s more to assuage Chu’s vanity that an invasion is even being planned, not for any practical reasons.”
 
   “Be that as it may, the invasion has already been planned and has the full support of Duke Dao.  In fact,” Min continued as he stroked his small beard, “Duke Dao has a mind to take part in the battle  directly, as the lead in one of the chariot wings.”
 
   Wu shook his head but held his tongue as Sa returned and put another pot of tea and cup in front of Min before hurrying away.  
 
   “Not the best idea, in my opinion,” Wu said as he reached across the table to fill Min’s cup from the fresh pot.
 
   “Nor mine,” Min said as he reached for the tea and blew onto it before taking a sip.  “But there’s little that can be done to convince him otherwise.”
 
   “And his son?  He’ll surely want to command his own division of the army if his father’s doing the same.”
 
   “I’m not sure yet what part Su will play in the invasion, but you’re probably correct.  Su will most likely be given a small command under his father, if not a greater role.”
 
   Wu leaned back in his chair, a frown coming to his face.  “Why is it that when changes are made within the government, changes that could do so much to lift up the peasantry, they’re instead steered directly toward the military?”
 
   “You expected something different?’ Min said with a smirk.  “Chu has always been a warrior state.  If you wanted to do good for the common people perhaps you should have taken your ideas to Qin or Yan.”
 
   “Still,” Min continued, his smirk disappearing as he leaned forward, “the changes that you advocated to Duke Dao and then brought forth have not been popular with all the segments of society.”
 
   Wu sighed.  “I’m well aware of that.”
 
   “Did you hear what was discussed in the Noble’s Council yesterday?”
 
   Wu shook his head.  “I rarely pay attention to what they complain about, although I can well imagine what it was.”  He leaned forward and fixed Min with his eyes.  “When I first arrived in Chu there were more than three hundred nobles residing in the city and less than half of that in all the rest of the state.  What are there now? A hundred?”
 
   “One hundred and three,” Min said.
 
   “There you go,” Wu said, sitting back in his chair.  “A third of their original number.”
 
   “That doesn’t make you any safer,” Min said quietly.  “The things they were saying yesterday-”
 
   “I don’t want to hear it,” Wu interrupted sharply.  “For two years I’ve been hearing of how unhappy the nobles are with my changes.  Each month they level new threats against me from within the safety of their Council.  And what they’ve managed to convince the rest of the state to say about me…”  Wu shook his head angrily and gritted his teeth.  “I’m sick of hearing about them and their problems.  They do nothing for the state but bleed it dry.”
 
   “They’re sworn to the Duke,” Min said.  “If ever the Duke needs them they’ll come.”
 
   “The Duke needed them dearly for years before I came,” Wu said angrily, “needed them to curb their wasteful ways and think of that state they were sworn to protect, not how much they could enrich themselves.”
 
   Min held up his hands in concession.  “Alright, Wu.  I agree with you.  The nobles were a leech upon the heart of Chu for many years, but that does not mean that they aren’t dangerous.  And even with two-thirds of them now residing in smaller towns and cities throughout the state, it doesn’t mean that they still can’t strike against you.”
 
   “Why?” Wu said forcefully, drawing a few looks from the other patrons scattered about the common room.  “Why would they come against me, Min?  What could they possibly hope to accomplish?  Already for two years the changes that I suggested have been carried out, to the betterment of Chu most would agree.  And even if they did come against me, killing me perhaps, those changes wouldn’t be reversed.”
 
   Min shrugged.  “I’m just saying what I hear, Wu.  Yesterday in the Council Pai Fen and Dao An agreed for the first time in as long as anyone can remember.  And do you know what they agreed about, Wu?  They agreed how much they hate you, and how something should be done about it.”
 
   “So two nobles see eye-to-eye for once; I’m not impressed.”
 
   “Not just two nobles, Wu.  Pai and Dao are the two most powerful nobles in all of Chu.  When they speak things get done, and now that both of them are in agreement you can be sure that something will get done.”
 
   “So what are you telling me, Min?  That I should go into hiding?  Leave the state altogether?”
 
   Min shook his head.  “No, I’m just saying that you should be careful is all, perhaps scale back the changes that you’re making, or at least some of them.”
 
   Wu shook his head.  “The changes are already in motion; nothing can stop them now.”
 
   Min frowned and leaned back in his chair.  Wu Qi had always been a stubborn man, even when he was a lowly soldier rising through the ranks in the Wei Army, as Min had come to learn.  Still, it seemed that his reluctance to listen to others had only increased since he had gotten a firm hold on the Duke’s ear and his ideas of what would be good for the state were put into action.  
 
   And his ideas were good, Min thought as he stared into his tea, thinking on all of the changes that had taken place in such a short time.  The nobles had been forced to other areas of the state, something which lessened their stranglehold on the government in Ying and allowed things to actually get done.  What’s more, government workers, himself, Wu, and the nobles, had all taken significant pay cuts.  That had been the most unpopular move, and the first, but when people saw how the saved money was spent, on improving the look of Ying and then the others cities, the grumbling had lessened.  When countless peasants began to be lifted up out of a bare subsistence living, the grumbling had ceased altogether.  The increased revenue that was generated from so many more people now making a taxable income more than offset what was taken from the government workers, and there was already talk of restoring some of their lost salary, although not by nearly as much as was taken away.  
 
   But perhaps the most significant change, the one that played on the consciousness and sense of history of all of Chu’s citizens was the lifting up of the army from the sorry state it had been in to one that reminiscent of the glory days of Chu centuries before.  At that time Chu had been one of the most powerful states, and people felt pride in its return to that level.  The force, which had numbered only a few thousand, now numbered in the tens of thousands.  While it was true that nobles still led certain wings and divisions of the army, the majority of the forces were common peasants.  Wu Qi had been adamant on that.  He had argued vociferously with both Duke Dao and Min about the need to have substantial amounts of foot soldiers.  That was the new way of warfare, he had argued, for he had seen it up north.  No longer would nobles in chariots be the vanguard of the army; the day of massing forces had arrived, and Chu could either go along with it or be left behind.
 
   Min took another sip of tea.  Chu had gone along with it, after much arguing back and forth between the various army commanders, nobles, Duke Dao, and Wu Qi.  In the end Wu got his way and the noble army of Chu became a thing of the past.
 
   “Pai and Dao, you say,” Wu said as he stared into his tea.  “I’ll have to remember those two the next time we move some nobles to the borders.”
 
   Min shook his head and chuckled.  “You’ll never get those two out of Ying.”
 
   “No?”  Wu peered at Min with narrowed eyes.
 
   “They’re too entrenched in the politics of the city, and besides, their families go back for centuries, right here in Ying.”
 
   “Anything is possible,” Wu said.
 
   Min leaned forward and grabbed hold of Wu’s hand. 
 
   “Listen Wu, I’m just telling you to be careful is all.  These are powerful men that you’ve angered, and they’re used to getting their way.”
 
   Wu nodded.  “I understand your concern, Min.  You’ve become a good friend to me over the past two years, but you have to understand my position as well.  I made a promise to Duke Dao, and more importantly, to myself, that I would change Chu into a state that could be looked upon as an example of what could be done, and example that I hope the other states will follow.”
 
   “And you’ve done that, Wu,” Min said, squeezing Wu’s hand tighter.  “Your place in history is assured.  You’ve proven that a famous general can become a famous administrator.  You’ve thrown your dismissal right back in Marquis Wu’s face.  What else do you have to prove?”
 
   “Much,” Wu said, pulling his hand back and putting it under the table.  “Much.”
 
   Min shook his head.  “I don’t think I’ll ever understand you, Wu Qi.”
 
   “That’s not a great burden,” Wu said with a smile.
 
   Min gave a half-smile as Wu stood up.  
 
   “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’d like to get back to the palace.  There’s always work to be done.”
 
   Min nodded and watched as Wu walked toward the door, the haze of smoke enveloping him.
 
    
 
   EIGHT
 
   Pai burst through the door, a servant fast on his heels.
 
   “Sir, you cannot just barge in here like this…”
 
   “They’re moving against Yue in two days,” Pai said quickly as he reached the desk Dao was sitting behind.  He leaned his weight upon it, his hands balled into fists on its smooth surface.
 
   Dai peered up into Pai’s eyes then past them to the servant just behind him.
 
   “It’s alright, Rai.  Pai and I have some important matters to discuss.”
 
   The servant bowed his head and stepped backwards to the door, pulling it shut behind him.
 
   “Two days!” Pai cried as he pushed himself off the desk and started pacing the room.  “In two days General Min’s army will move against Yue.  It’s  our best chance to strike against Wu Qi.”
 
   Dai leaned forward in his chair and folded his arms onto the desk.  “Slow down.  What have you learned?”
 
   Pai paced back and forth across the small room a few more times before he was able to bring his excitement under control enough to stop at the window and peer down onto the street below.  
 
   “The army is moving its forces toward Shouchun as we speak, and they’ll be there in force in just two days.  From there they’ll spill across the border into Yue toward the capital city of Wu.  If everything goes right, they should be victorious in a matter of days.”
 
   “If everything goes right,” Dai repeated skeptically.
 
   Pai turned from the window to look at him.  “What could go wrong?  The army’s been overhauled and re-trained for years now.  Our latest reports claim that Chu’s forces outnumber those of Yue by nearly three-to-one.”
 
   “What could go wrong?” Dai asked, leaning back in his chair to stair thoughtfully at the ceiling.  “Well, first of all, we’re an invading army that’ll be going up against a heavily entrenched force defending its capital.  Men have a tendency to fight all the harder when their backs are up against the wall.  Secondly, many of these newly trained troops that make up such a large portion of our army have never seen combat and have never raised their swords in anger.  How will they perform when the time comes to put their training to the test?”
 
   “They’ll perform admirably, I’ve no fear.”
 
   “You’re confidence is what is admirable, Pai, although, I fear, a bit misplaced.”
 
   Pai moved away from the window and back to the desk, taking one of the chairs that sat in front of it.  “So you think they’ll lose?”
 
   “I don’t so much as think they’ll lose, per se; there is a better than average chance that they’ll win.”  Dai leaned forward once again and spoke in a quieter tone.  “I think of what would happen if they did lose.  Where would that put Wu Qi?  What would a serious defeat of the army, an army which was recruited and trained according to his orders, do to his high standing and regard within the top tiers of the government?”
 
   “It would most assuredly ruin him,” Pai said without hesitation, and Dai nodded.
 
   “But is the ruination of Wu Qi worth that price?” Pai asked.
 
   “You tell me, Pai.  I was under the impression that you hated the man and would do anything to put things back the way they were before he arrived on the scene.”
 
   “But ensuring that our army loses?  I think that might be too far.”
 
   “So now all of a sudden you want Wu Qi and his ideas to prevail, is that it?  Tell me, Pai, how much longer will it be before your own family is shipped off to live in some desolate waste of a border town on the pretext that your presence their will make the state safe and strong?”
 
   Pai shifted uneasily in his chair.  “It just seems a bit much, is all.”
 
   “As were the changes that most of the state was put through over these past years,” Dai said.  
 
   “So what do you have in mind,” Pai said after a few moments of silence.
 
   Dai rose from his chair and walked slowly to the window, peering out onto the busy street below.  “It’s no longer enough that Wu Qi himself be killed: his ideas have already spread too far into society.  The ideas themselves must be killed now, and to do that we have to discredit them.  The best way is through our army’s defeat.”
 
   Dai turned back to face Pai.  “Birds will be sent to the Yue Court in Wu, warning them of the invasion.  Detailed reports of the army’s strength will also be sent, ensuring that the Yue forces can strike back effectively.”
 
   “What you propose is treason!” Pai said.
 
   “What I’m proposing is a course that will allow us to return Chu to the way things were before Wu Qi arrived.”
 
   “And if your actions are discovered, then what?  They’ll kill you without pause.”
 
   “If our actions are discovered,” Dai said, “and trust me, Pai, they won’t be.”
 
   “But if they are-”
 
   “I thought you wanted Wu Qi gone more than anyone, Pai.  Don’t tell me that you’re suddenly having second thoughts.”
 
   “Well, it’s just that…”
 
   Dai walked from the window to stand behind Pai.  He reached down and began to gently massage Pai’s shoulders.
 
   “Yue is a powerful state, one of the most powerful in the Seven States, and one that should, by all rights, be counted among those Seven,” Dai said calmly.  “It won’t come as a great surprise, therefore, when Chu is defeated by them.  Wu Qi’s ideas were lofty, and perhaps a bit too much too soon.  The people will understand.”  Dai began pressing his fingers into Pai’s shoulders more forcefully.  “But I can assure you, Pai, that if even a hint of what we have spoken of here today begins to be talked of in the streets, I will know who to blame.”
 
   Pai tried to sit up in the chair but Dai’s powerful hands kept him pressed down.
 
   “There is no backing out now, Pai.  You are part of this whether you like it or not.”
 
   Dai released his grasp on Pai and the man shot up from the chair.  He turned quickly to face Dai, and got a slight smile in return.
 
   “Remember what we’ve said here today, Pai.  You’re just as much a part of this as I.”
 
   Pai fixed Dai with a challenging stare then hurriedly walked past him to the door of the small office, pulling it open quickly to step outside.  Dai watched him go then went back to the window.  After a few moments he saw Pai burst out onto the street, walk a few paces, then turn around to look up at the window.  Their eyes met and they held gazes.  After a moment Pai seemed to let out a deep breath and shrink into himself.  He looked back up at Dai in the window and nodded before turning and walking down the street at a slow pace.  Dai smiled as he watched him go.
 
    
 
   NINE
 
   Wu Qi stared down at his feet for a moment before returning his eyes to Duke Dao.  
 
   “You do me a great honor, Sire, but I gave up all military pursuits when I left Wei.”
 
   “I would hardly label watching our invasion of the Yue capital a military pursuit,” Duke Dao answered.  
 
   Wu again lowered his eyes to his feet, trying to think of some way to say no to his ruler without exactly saying the words.
 
   They were in the throne room of the palace, the immensity of it supported by four large marble columns that soared dozens of feet to the ceiling above.  A rich white and grey carpet stretched along the marble floor to the only chair in the room, the gold-enameled throne that Duke Dao currently occupied.  Standing behind him a few paces was his son and heir, Su Xiong, a young man less than thirty years of age, but who Wu knew from the few times he had spoken with him to be a bright and capable individual, and one that would honorably follow in his father’s footsteps.
 
   “Surely you want to see your ideas in action,” Su said from behind his father, drawing Wu’s eyes up once again.  “The army that will take the field in but a few days will be one that you yourself had a hand in making.”
 
   “I would hardly say that,” Wu began, before Duke Dao raised his hand and cut him off.
 
   “It’s true that you did not personally train the men, but it was your training that they followed.  Before the army was heavily dependent upon nobles and their chariots, now its true strength lies in the peasant infantry.  And they number in the thousands.  Surely you’ll want to see them take the field.”
 
   Wu shook his head.  “It does not interest me, Sire.”
 
   “Well, then I order you to be present,” Duke Dao said, anger edging into his voice.
 
   “As you wish, Sire,” Wu said with a slight bow.  “May I be dismissed now?  If I am to ride on the morrow then I had best be prepared.”
 
   “Go,” Duke Dao said with a wave of his hand, and Wu turned to walk down the long carpet to the large double doors at the end of the hall.  General Min was waiting for him in the hallway.
 
   “So you’ll be accompanying us,” he said more than asked when Wu emerged from the throne room.
 
   “Looks that way,” Wu replied as the two began walking down the long hallway that would lead out of the royal residence and to Wu’s own, more humble quarters.
 
   “I don’t know why you sound so sullen about it.  There was a time when you led men into battle; surely you must miss that.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Min frowned and hurried to keep up with the fast steps of Wu.  “What’s the matter, Wu?  You knew that your proposals would strengthen the Chu Army, and you knew that would lead to fighting.”  He chuckled.  “That is what armies are for.”
 
   Wu stopped and faced Min.  “The plans that I proposed and which were adopted did call for a strengthening of the army, but only because that is the only route that common peasants are able to take to lift themselves up from their dreary existence.  Believe me, Min, if there were other avenues that the masses could take to better themselves, I would have tried it.”
 
   “And what is wrong with the army?  It put both you and I where we are today,” Min shot back.
 
   “Oh, there’s nothing wrong with the army in and of itself,” Wu answered.  “It’s what it’s used for that troubles me.”
 
   “Armies wage war, Wu.  We both know that.”
 
   “So tomorrow we move against Yue, and perhaps in another year or two a different state.  But what will happen, Min, when there are no more smaller states left?  Which of the Seven States will be the first to break the peace that was made?”
 
   “That is not for us to worry about, Wu,” Min said as they resumed walking and turned the corner leading to Wu’s room.  “Marquis’ and Dukes make those decisions, we just tell the troops what to do when they’ve been made.”
 
   “It doesn’t trouble you to know that one day all of the Seven States will find themselves in one large war, a war that will kill tens of thousands, if not more, and leave the country in ruin.”
 
   “I don’t lose any sleep over it, if that’s what you mean,” Min said.
 
   Wu shook his head and reached into his robe for the key to his room.
 
   “Wu,” Min said, grabbing hold of Wu’s arm to stop him.  “I do think on it sometimes, but truly, those decisions are not up to me.  I’m not a ruler of a state, never will be, and never want to.  And this war that you speak of so often these days, well, I doubt that it will occur in my lifetime, or the lifetime of my son.”
 
   “But it will happen, you do know that don’t you?”
 
   Min looked down at the floor, but nodded.  “It must,” he said quietly.
 
   Wu put his own hand on Min’s shoulder and walked him the few feet remaining to his door.  “Listen, Min.  It’s going to be a long day tomorrow.  I still have to pack some things, and I know that you have a lot to do.  Let’s not worry about this now.”
 
   Min looked up and nodded.  “I’ll see you in the morning then.  You’ll ride with me alongside the Duke’s division.”
 
   “He’s still intent upon leading men into battle?” Wu asked.
 
   Min nodded.  “Insists upon it.”
 
   “Well, try to steer him away from the heaviest fighting,” Wu said as he shook his head.
 
   “Believe me, I will,” Min said as he turned to leave.  “Now, get some rest, we’ve a long day ahead of us.”
 
    
 
   TEN
 
   The sun shone resplendently on the thousands of soldiers marching from the Chu capital, bright rays glinting off of the dagger-axes clutched tightly in the men’s hands.  Most were outfitted in simple robes stretching from neck to feet, but several wore leather jerkins over their upper bodies.  Some men had crossbows hanging from their shoulders, with quivers of bolts on their backs, but most favored the traditional dagger-axes.  The weapon consisted of a long wooden shaft the height of a man with an iron dagger affixed perpendicularly at the top.  The dagger measured a few inches in come cases, and up to a foot in others.  Sometimes the dagger would point only one way while other times it would have a head like an axe.  The weapon could be swung, and if the shaft was broken, men could thrust with it.  
 
   The column of soldiers stretched for more than a mile as it made its way out of the city.  At the head were hundreds of chariots carrying the commanders and other officers, followed by the infantry on foot, more than half of which was still clustered around the city waiting for the long column to stretch out in front of them before they could join its ranks.  The road, though wide, could only allow five to six men to march abreast.  At that pace it would be nearly midday before all the soldiers were on the move.
 
   Wu Qi and General Min watched it all from a high hill overlooking the city.
 
   “It begins,” Min said, his arms folded across his chest and into the long sleeves of his robe.  “Your ideas are now a reality.”
 
   “It was my idea to lift up a large portion of the peasants, not go after Yue,” Wu replied.
 
   “Look down there, Wu.  Most of those men marching are peasants, and just a few years ago many of them couldn’t even care for their families.  You’ve changed that.”
 
   “It’ll be awfully difficult to care for their families when they’re lying dead in another state.”
 
   “Come now, you’ve got to have more faith in them than that.  For two years we’ve been recruiting and training these men to the standards which you yourself put forth.  Sure, many will die, but many more will become even better-off than they are now.   When all of the farmlands of Yue are opened up to them they’ll want for nothing.”
 
   “And what of the Yue peasantry?” Wu asked.  “Will they be better off?”
 
   Min turned to face Wu.  “Everything will work out.”
 
   Wu shrugged and turned away from the sight below.  “Let us hope so.”
 
   They walked back to the chariot that stood away from the hill’s ridge and climbed in.  Min took the reins and they were soon racing down to join up with the full road of marching soldiers.  They were forced to ride on the rough embankment of the road because of the men, but after a time they reached the head of the column, led by Duke Dao.  The Duke was wearing his customary dark grey robes with a long white sash, the tail of which blew behind his racing chariot.  All about him were other military officials, men that would command different wings and divisions of the massive army.  They’d have command of the parts, but Wu and Min would command the whole
 
   Wu had argued against a place of authority within the army when it was made known that he would be coming to Yue, but Duke Dao would hear none of it.
 
   “You had the ideas, you will lead the men,” Dao had said in his throne room the day before.
 
   Wu could tell right away that any argument would be pointless, so he graciously accepted what to any other man would have been a great honor, but to him only seemed a burden.
 
   “Are they all on the road yet?” Dao yelled out when their chariot came up alongside his.
 
   “They’re still camped outside the city, waiting for the column to stretch out,” Min yelled back in reply.  “It’ll be midday before they’re all moving.”
 
   “No matter, it’ll take us several days to reach the outskirts of Shouchun.  By then all the men will be in place.”
 
   Wu hoped that the Duke was correct in his prediction and not just overly confident.  Dao had been Duke for less than five years, and had never commanded troops in the field.                Wu wished that he could say that Dao still had experience with warfare, but he couldn’t.  Not since Duke Hui, Dao’s great-grandfather, had a Chu leader led men in war, and that had been more than fifty years earlier and in a different time.  Duke Hui hadn’t had problems with an oversized bureaucracy like Dao had, and at that time the Chu Army had been widely respected by all throughout the Seven States, and feared by many as well.  Duke Hui had been a born leader of men in battle, and his long reign, nearly fifty years, had seen the last conquests of Chu against their smaller neighbors.  Cai and Chen had been smaller states, but they had also been powerful.  No one would have known that, however, by the way that Hui had led his men rolling through their lands.  The defenders they found waiting for them there were considered strong and hardy by their neighbors, but only meek to the forces of Chu.  
 
   So confident was he in his army that Hui had planned and ordered a dual attack on both neighboring states at the same time.  Many men wouldn’t have had the confidence to dare such a risky move, but Hui was said to have enough confidence for ten men, and the intelligence to make it true.  Within a week both states were no more and Chu had increased in both size and population.  Hui himself lived for another twenty years, but it was said that he was filled with depression for much of that time.  With no more smaller neighbors to invade and conquer there was little for the Warrior Duke to do but sit in his court and hear the affairs of state, affairs which bored him endlessly and which he had no heart for.  
 
   It was during those final decades of his reign that the bureaucracy of Chu began to swell in size and the nobility with it.  Hui relegated more and more of the affairs of state to various government officials, many of whom had strong ties to the nobility.  The duke only retreated further into himself.  During the last few years he barely left his apartments within the Royal Palace at all, and it was said that the smell of his decomposing body was the only way that his servants knew of his death, so reclusive had he become.
 
   None of the military prowess that Hui had exhibited so often and with such zeal on the battlefield was to be found in his oldest son and heir, Duke Jian, Dao’s grandfather.  By the time his father died and he took the throne, Chu hadn’t led a military campaign in twenty years.  The states that had already growing in power during Hui’s time were now much too powerful for the timid Jian to confront.  
 
   It soon became obvious that the greatest threat to Chu was their neighbor to the east, the State of Yue.  Having risen to power through the support of Chu more than a century earlier as a counterweight to the growing power of the small State of Wu even further to the east, Yue had eventually grown so strong that it overthrew Wu and supplanted it as the most likely threat to Chu.  And that threat had been allowed to grow stronger and stronger under Jian and then his own son and onward to Dao’s father, Duke Sheng.  Both men had done little to stop the decay of the army or the growth of the bureaucracy and the rising power of the nobility.  
 
   Any thought of returning Chu to it previous glory through a military conquest was quickly laughed down, for the army had been allowed to fall into such a disrespectful and sorry state that many believed it couldn’t even put down an unruly mob of peasants.  The problems with the army had in fact begun during the waning two decades of Hui’s rule, for with no enemies to fight, and with Hui having no heart to rule, the nobility and bureaucracy together decided to drastically reduce funding for the military, and the ranks quickly dwindled.  Confounding matters was that neither Dukes’ Jian nor Sheng had ruled for a substantial length of time.  Jian reigned for just over twenty years, but he had done little of consequence to address the problems facing the state during that time.  Sheng had tried where his father had failed, but he was already an old man when he took power, and his rein lasted but five short years.  
 
   Five years, Wu thought as he looked over at Dao riding in the chariot next to them, the Duke’s long queue of black hair blowing behind him.  Dao had already ruled for as long as his father had before him, but where he and his own father had failed, Dao had succeeded.  Was succeeding, Wu immediately corrected himself.  While it was true that the power of both the nobility and the bureaucracy had been greatly curtailed, both groups had only been supplanted for a few years and each hungered to regain their former positions.  Any misstep, however slight, could create the opening that both needed to claw their way back to the top.  And from there they’d once again dwarf the power of the throne.  
 
   Wu had tried to ensure such a course would never happen; his whole basis for moving most of the nobles to the Chu borders was because of that.  Still, dismissing many of the government officials from the swollen bureaucracy alone just wouldn’t be enough.  Both groups needed a clear show of force before they’d realize that power no longer resided with them, but with the Duke, where it belonged.  A victory against Yue would create that, while a defeat would wipe away all that had been accomplished.
 
   Wu shook his head and tried to dismiss the thoughts.  It would not do to dwell on what might happen.  He was once again riding to war, something that he never thought he would do again, and his thoughts should be there, not back in Ying.  Wu nodded to himself and stared straight ahead at the road rushing by, his thoughts once again turning toward war.
 
    
 
   ELEVEN
 
   The long column of men came to a stop a few hours before dusk on a bend in the Han River.  The river was a tributary of the Jiang River, and they would follow it for most of the next day until they came to the Jiang.  From there they’d turn northeast and after another day, possibly two, they would be on the outskirts of the Yue capital of Shouchun.
 
   Min was still pulling the chariot to a stop when Wu jumped off, and almost fell over.  His legs were numb from the jarring of the vehicle from the road all day, and it took him a few moments to loosen them up.  He stared back down the road as he stretched and was amazed by the sight.  Clouds of dust billowed into the air behind them from the hundreds of chariots coming up the road.  They grew larger as they joined the clouds formed by the tens of thousands of soldiers walking further behind them, their numbers stretching for miles and miles.  It would be fully dark before the last straggled into camp along the river, which by that time would be alight with countless fires and the hum of excited voices.  
 
   The lower-ranking officers in the lead chariots immediately staked out a secluded spot on the river atop a small bluff and began erecting the Duke’s large tent that would serve as the headquarters and command center of the army.  Wu headed to the river to wash the dust from his hands and face.  He couldn’t remember the last time he’d done that.  But he could remember one time.
 
   He’d been riding back north to Wei following the disturbances along the Chu border.  He was leading his wing of the army over an eastern mountain pass while Wu Wei, Marquis Wen’s son, was leading his wing west.  The hostilities between the two villages had easily been suppressed and order restored.  There was really no need for the armies of both nations to come at all, except that neither had had much to do at the time.
 
   It had been the day after the dinner with the Chu commanders, and it had been long.  It started early with the men breaking camp and didn’t end until it was nearly dark and the men were nearing the mountain passes.  Wu had ridden ahead to scout the next day’s march when he spotted a small stream and steered toward it.  He got off his horse and knelt down to the water and washed the dust from his face, just as he was doing now.
 
   Suddenly, he heard the sounds of a rider approaching from the thicket beyond the stream’s other side.  He got up quickly, not knowing if it was friend or foe approaching.  He was just about to draw his sword when he saw Wu Wei burst through the trees and toward the stream’s bank.
 
   The two men eyed each other suspiciously for a moment before Wu Wei broke into a smile and jumped from his horse.
 
   “I didn’t think I’d find you here,” the heir to the throne of Wei said casually.  He bent down to the stream’s edge and cupped his hands to take a drink.  He peered up at the upstart from the State of Qi and narrowed his eyes.  “How is she?”
 
   The comment caught Wu off-guard.  “She’s fine, safe back in the capital.”
 
   “How nice that must be for you, Wu, to come out on top like that.”
 
   “Meilin loved me, Wu, not you.  Besides, your father never would have approved, didn’t in fact.  I was amazed to see he let you head up another army.  What’s it been, more than a year now since you were recalled?”
 
   Wu could remember the incident like it was yesterday, even sitting on the edge of the Han River while marching to war against the State of Yue.  
 
   He and Wu Wei had served together when both had been slowly rising through the ranks of the Wei Army.  It wasn’t unusual for the heir to the throne to serve alongside the common soldiers; in fact, it was encouraged, and there had been a long tradition of it going back over the centuries.  While most of the army was composed of men from the State of Wei, not all were.  A great deal of the soldiers in all of the armies of the Seven States hailed from different states than those they served.
 
   Wu Qi had been such a soldier.  His name was enough to cause him problems back home at the time.  The House of Tian was beginning its rise in the State of Qi, and House Jian, which Wu would have fought for, was losing badly at the time.  He was lucky to get out with his head.
 
   He had come to the State of Wei and it quickly become apparent that the young soldier from Qi was quite capable.  He rose quickly through the ranks, eventually coming to serve alongside Wu Wei in a command position.  Both men had had their units sent north against the small state of Cao, and it was there that the troubles between them began.
 
   Both Wu Wei and Wu Qi were men of strong personalities and both sought to outdo the other, pressing their units hard in the fighting, each being rewarded handsomely for their efforts in both victories and recognition.  When the state of Cao finally fell and their general met with the defeated duke, both Wu Wei and Wu Qi had been allowed to tag along.  It was at that meeting that both men first saw the duke’s daughter, and each had been immediately swept under her spell.
 
   She had had hair of auburn and eyes that seemed to penetrate to the depths of their souls.  Both men had sought to console her after her father was put to death, and the professional rivalry that had existed between them turned more personal as they sought her favors.  Both knew that she was turning the one against the other, but they didn’t care.  The arguments that had developed between them in the past no longer took place with just words, but with fists.  They would have eventually included swords if their general hadn’t learned of their quarrels and sent Wu Wei back to Anyi.  
 
   “It’s been one year, two months, and six days,” Wu Wei had said on the bank of the stream that day.  “And each of those days I was thinking of you and the humiliation you caused me.”
 
   Wu Qi shook his head.  “Wu, Meilin and I are married now.  In fact, she’s expecting our first child, a boy we hope.”
 
   “Yes, I know,” Wu replied with a smile.  “I’ve known since the day she arrived.”
 
   “Then why-”  
 
   Wu stopped himself.  What game was the heir to Wei playing?
 
   Wu Wei was already walking back to his horse.  “And I’ve had many times to visit her since the day she’s arrived.  After all, Wu, you’ve been out of the city a lot lately.  I wonder who’s been writing your orders?”
 
   Wu Qi’s brows furrowed and he looked hatefully at his lord’s son.  “If you’ve touched her, Wu…”
 
   He trailed off, leaving the threat unsaid, but surely felt.  Wu just laughed as he got back on his horse and turned about.
 
   “I’ve done a lot more than that since before you were married.”
 
   Wu could still hear his laugh as he’d ridden back into the trees.  The two didn’t encounter one another again on the journey back to Anyi, and Wu was thankful for it.  He was still sure he’d have killed the man.  Instead he’d rushed back home immediately upon arriving in the city.  His wife was there, finally beginning to show her pregnancy.  He burst in on her and leveled his accusations right away.
 
   “You’ve been seeing him,” Wu had said, and it still hurt him.
 
   Of course she denied everything, and she might well have been telling the truth; Wu still didn’t know to this day.  There had never been any time to find out.
 
   “General,” a voice called from behind, and Wu Qi turned around.
 
   “General, they’re about ready to start the meeting.”
 
   “I’ll be there,” Wu said as he rose up and nodded to the young soldier.  
 
   Wu made his way to the tent where the officers were already arguing.
 
   “We must continue on,” one officer, a man unfamiliar to Wu, was saying when Wu stepped into the tent.
 
   “That would be folly,” another countered.  “We must have the battle on the ground of our choosing.”
 
   “If we continue east when the Jiang swings south then we’ll bypass them altogether,” yet another officer said.  “Another day of marching should bring us past their troops, whereupon we can swing north toward the capital.”
 
   “The capital is now out of our reach,” Min said slowly, quieting the other three men and casting his eyes toward Wu near the doorway.  “Somehow King Yi of Yue found out about our departure this morning and has sent out the entirety of his army to meet us on the road, if the message we received from our contacts in the city are to be believed.”
 
   “Are they?” Wu asked.
 
   Min nodded.  “They’re reliable.”
 
   “How could he have known?” an officer asked.
 
   “He’s got spies the same as us,” another officer said.  “Someone back in the capital told him.”
 
   “The nobles, no doubt, at least those that still remain in the city,” another chimed in and several men nodded their heads in agreement.
 
   “However it was learned, learned it was, and now we must take the necessary measures to meet this new development,” Min said.  
 
   “The battle will continue, whether it’s at the gates of Shouchun or on the road to it,” Duke Dao said, drawing all eyes to him.  “Perhaps it was some of the nobles back in Ying that sent word off to King Yi, perhaps it was just advance scouts that he had outside of the city.” He shrugged.  “Either way it makes no difference now: the battle must take place.”
 
   “But where?” one of the officers asked.
 
   Silence reigned in the tent for a few moments as the men’s eyes shot between the Duke and Min, and even to Wu.  Finally Min snapped his fingers and motioned toward a young soldier near the back of the tent.
 
   “Lay the maps out,” Min said as he walked toward the large table set in the middle of the tent.
 
   The soldier quickly jumped to action and in a moment a large map detailing the area between Shouchun and the Yangtze was before them.  The soldiers all gathered around the table, watching Min step forward to stroke his neatly-trimmed beard and study the map.
 
   “Here,” he said, pointing to a blank spot on the map that looked to be several miles northeast of their current position.  “The flat plain the stretches south of Shouchun finally comes to an end here and turns into hills.  We could place our archers on the hills overlooking the plain while still affording our chariots ample room to maneuver.”
 
   “It’s little just over a day’s march from Ying,” one of the officers pointed out.  “If we should be defeated the city will have scarce time to prepare a defense.”
 
   “We will not be defeated,” Duke Dao said as he cast the man a cold look.
 
   “It’s nearly a day’s march from Shouchun,” another man said as he looked at the map.  “Even if we are victorious we’ll still have to march on the capital, which given a days time, could have put more defenders in place.”
 
   Min shook his head.  “The reports indicate that the majority of the Yue Army has taken the field.  Whatever scant forces remain in the capital will not be sufficient to hold us back.”
 
   “What of King Yi?” Wu asked suddenly, drawing all eyes to him.  “Is he too riding at the head of his army?”
 
   “We don’t know that for sure, but I’d be surprised if he wasn’t,” Min answered.
 
   “And what will happen if he falls in the battle?” Wu pressed.
 
   “Then his forces will scatter, at least that’s what we hope,” Min said as he looked around at the other men.  “King Yi has always been the dominant force that holds the army together.  While there’s no doubt capable generals will continue the battle, once, and if, the king is slain, I’m sure that the battle will quickly turn in our favor if that eventuality should occur.”
 
   “Then we must quickly identify the king and remove him,” Wu said.
 
   “That’s easier said than done,” one of the officers said.  “While he may lead one of the initial charges himself, he’ll be heavily guarded by his most capable soldiers, men that’ll be willing to die for him.”
 
   “Our archers then,” Duke Dao said.
 
   “Perhaps if we can get a few close enough by chariot, but I don’t think there’s much possibility of that either,” Min said.
 
   “Than what do you suggest?” the Duke asked.
 
   Min stroked his beard once again and leaned over the table.  “There is one possibility that might work,” he said, pointing toward a small line on the map.  
 
   The men gathered as close as they could around the table as Min started to explain, and smiles slowly spread onto their faces.
 
    
 
   TWELVE
 
   Lines of heat shimmered in the air as the sun unmercifully beat down.  Wu rubbed his forehead with a small cloth that was already nearly soaked through with sweat and peered down on the plain below.  General Min stood beside him, although the heat didn’t seem to affect him in the least, or if it did, he wasn’t showing it.  He gazed down at the plain with a determined expression on his face that gave no sign as to his thoughts.  Wu’s attention was drawn from the plain to the small path they’d climbed.  He heard stones skitter and fall and a moment later one of the officers came into view.
 
   “The scouts we sent out have lured the Yue Army this way,” he reported when he reached the two men, sweat pouring down his face.  “It shouldn’t be more than a few hours now.”
 
   Wu nodded to the man and the officer rushed back the way he’d come.
 
   “Will we be in position in time?” Wu asked when the man was gone.
 
   “Let’s hope so,” the general replied, not taking his gaze away from the plain below.
 
   “And if we’re not, then what?”
 
   “Then it will be a long day,” Min said as he turned to face him.
 
   Wu nodded and fell in beside as Min began walking back to the path that led down to the plain below.  The hill they were on was one of many that overlooked the vast plain stretching out in front of them, the hills rising up on two sides as it finally came to an end after hundreds of miles.  The natural boundary had marked the historic border region between the States of Wu and Yue in the times when Chu was itself under pressure from the then smaller state of Wu.  Yue had incorporated the former state into its own territory when it had defeated it more than a hundred years before, but the area was still largely uninhabited.  as they wound their way down the rocky trail Wu could see why.  The plain beneath them allowed only the hardiest of scrub and weeds to find purchase within the dry and rocky land.  Although the Jiang and the Han Rivers lay only a few hours to the southwest, they were both far enough away to seem halfway across the world.  Still, water was here, and it was for that reason that Min had selected this particular area out of the many miles of hills that made up the area.  A small pass wound through the hills where they curved from north to east, and a tiny river, little more than a stream in fact, flowed through before dwindling into nothing, its muddy brown waters sinking into the dry and cracked earth.  None in the Army knew the name of the river, so it was simply referred to as ‘the river.’
 
   The river was the key to the battle, as Min had outlined back in the command tent the night before.  Huddled around the table, the officers and the Duke had listened intently without interruption for more than an hour as Min detailed what would take place the next day.  The army would be split in two, with the larger force sent around the northern hills to come up around the Yue Army once it had reached the smaller force awaiting them near the river.  It was a risky more.  First, their forces, already outnumbered, would be put at a greater disadvantage when they were divided.  There was also a strong chance that the larger force wouldn’t make the northern pass in time to march south, where it was expected to slam into the rear of the Yue Army.  Scouts had been sent ahead that night to make sure that it was possible to get the chariots through, and they had returned well before dawn to say that it was.  When they were pressed on how much time it would take to go north, move through the pass, and then swing back south, they became less certain.  Some said that it could be done, others that it could not.  In the end Min had stuck to the plan, and none had challenged his decision.
 
   The army had been split into two camps the night before and the larger force sent north before dawn.  The smaller force, which still numbered in the thousands, continued to march east until they reached the plain a few hours before midday.  Even before the sun was fully out the day promised to be hot, but as Wu and Min walked down the trail, dust rising up with each step, it seemed stifling.
 
   “Duke Dao is still intent on leading the initial charge?” Wu asked as they slowly descended to the camps below, their eyes on the trail ahead of them to watch for loose rocks.
 
   “He is,” Min said with a sigh.  “I’ve tried to persuade him otherwise, but he’ll hear nothing of it.”
 
   “He’s still a young man, and hungers for the glory that his grandfather and great-grandfather had before him.”
 
   “He’s apt to get himself killed,” Min said.
 
   “The sight of him leading the charge will surely draw King Yi himself out to take the field.”
 
   “That’s Dao’s argument.  He says that we can’t expect Yi to take the field if he doesn’t do so as well.”
 
   They walked in silence for a few minutes before Wu asked the question that had been gnawing at him since Min laid out his plan the night before.
 
   “Will the larger force reach the battle in time?”
 
   “Yes,” Min said without hesitation.
 
   “You seem quite sure of yourself.”
 
   “If I begin to doubt that they will arrive then they will not.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   Min glanced up at Wu and the two men’s eyes met.  “You know full-well how important confidence is to an army, Wu.  If you show even the slightest doubt then the men will sense it and all is lost.”
 
   Wu nodded.  “Still, it is a long march, the day is hot, and the pass formidable.”
 
   “All odds are against us, I know, but Yi’s force was already larger than ours before we split the army.  He’s known about our plans for weeks, perhaps longer.”
 
   “Was it the nobles that told him?” Wu asked.
 
   “I don’t know who else it could have been,” Min said.  “We kept the plans for the campaign under wraps until just a few weeks ago when we began to mobilize the troops.  While it could have been a spy in the capital that sent off word, I have my suspicions.”
 
   Wu nodded.  He remembered well the day that Min had warned him of the noble’s dislike for him.  They hungered for power so much that their allegiance was to themselves first, and to Chu second.  If the army was defeated they would view that as a victory for themselves, a rebuke of all of the changes that Wu had instituted over the past two years.  They didn’t seem to consider that a loss in the field against Yue could mean disaster for Chu, possibly the elimination of the State altogether.  Wu had no doubt that King Yi would march straight to Ying if they lost the battle today.  If Duke Dao was lost things would only be worse.
 
   The trail came to an end at the bottom of the hill and before them stretched hundreds of tents set up by the soldiers.  Cheers rose and the talk became excited as they made their way toward the center of the camp.  All about them men were honing the edges of their weapons and checking over their armor; anything to keep the anxiety of waiting at bay.  Each of the soldiers knew that they would be fighting in only a few hours, and they meant to be ready.
 
   The command tent was given ample space within the throng of other tents and several guards stood sentry outside.  Wu and Min were each given a nod as they approached and then went inside.  A large table dominated the center of the tent, the map of the area taking up much of its surface.  Duke Dao was bent over it, poring over the detailed terrain, officers all about him.
 
   “Any word from the scouts?” Min asked as he walked up to the table.
 
   “A few reported back just a few minutes ago,” one officer said.  “Yi’s men continue their march south to meet us; there’s been no change there.”
 
   “And the pass?”  Min knew that if any advance scouts of the Yue Army smelled out the Chu soldiers on the other side of the hills then their plan would be finished.
 
   “It appears that the main body of their army is moving right past it,” the officer said.
 
   “A small detachment, numbering little more than a hundred men, has been left to guard it,” another officer said.
 
   Min nodded and gave a sigh of relief.  “And what of our own forces?  Have they reached the pass yet?”
 
   The officer looked down at the floor of the tent before meeting Min’s eyes.  “The only reports we have from them are a few hours old.  At that time they expected to reach it within a few hours and begin moving through before midday.”
 
   Min nodded at the man’s words.  “How are the emplacements on the plain going?”
 
   Another officer stepped forward.  “We’ve got the archers already moved into place in the low hills overlooking the plain.  They’re a mile north of us and will fire down on the approaching army.”
 
   Min nodded again.  He hoped that the fire from the hills would draw a large portion of Yi’s men away from the plain, enough that when Chu’s chariot and infantry charge swept forth Yue’s forces would be slightly divided.
 
   “And the infantry?  They’ve not been placed yet.”
 
   “They’ll move up within the hour,” another officer stepped forward to report.
 
   “And then the chariots will advance,” Duke Dao said as he walked over and put a reassuring arm around Min’s neck.  “Don’t worry, Min, we’re following your plan just as you wanted.  Still, I have to admit, I’m a bit uneasy.  Yi’s men will outnumber us by nearly three-to-one at first.  Even if we do manage to hold them, it will be some time before our second wing reaches the battle from the pass.”
 
   “That’s all we can do at first, hold them,” Min said.  He turned to the officer that had spoken up about the infantry.  “The men know how their formations are to break and pull back after the initial engagement?”
 
   The man nodded.  “They’ve been drilled repeatedly about their role in falling back beyond the river.”
 
   “The chariots can still go around the river,” Duke Dao said to Min.
 
   “I hope they try.  Any attempt to move up along the river will first open them up to our archers.  Then if they manage to come up and around where the river ends so as to fall back on our forces they’ll have to do so in a nearly single-file formation.  There’s just not enough room between the rise in the hills and the river for much more than two chariots to move down at a time.”
 
   “If we incapacitate just a few of their chariots when they make that move then the path will be blocked to them,” Min added.  
 
   Duke Dao nodded.  “It’s a good plan, but one that I’m not wholly convinced Yi will adhere to.  He’ll no doubt sense the trap.”
 
   “Their chariots outnumber ours by too high a margin for us to allow them the advantage of mobility,” Min replied.  
 
   “Well, it shouldn’t be much longer now,” Dao said as he folded his arms into his robes and looked at each of the men in the tent.
 
   “I wish you would reconsider leading the charge,” Min said.
 
   Dao shook his head.  “My place is with the men, not sitting in the rear watching the battle from afar.”
 
   “The risk is too great, at least until our main force arrives from the pass,” Min pleaded.
 
   Dao clapped him on the back.  “Min, the decision is mine.  I will lead a charge.”
 
   Min nodded sullenly.  He had a bad feeling about his Duke’s eagerness to partake in the battle, but at the same time a good-deal of admiration.  Many of the rulers of the Seven States shied away from leading troops into battle; that couldn’t be said of Duke Dao of Chu.
 
   “And when the battle is finished?” Wu asked, speaking for the first time.
 
   “That is difficult to say,” Min answered.  “If we still have the numbers I expect to continue the march on Shouchun.”
 
   “There is a good chance that King Yi will escape the battle unscathed.  He’ll return to the capital and rally the people to him.”  Wu stared hard into Min’s eyes.  “The fighting there will be fierce.”
 
   “Old men and boys are all that remain back in the capital,” Dao said with a laugh that was quickly echoed by the other officers in the tent.  “If Yi does make it back to Shouchun, I think the last thing we need to worry about is a determined resistance.”
 
   “Not with the majority of his men marching to meet us in the field,” one of the officers said.
 
   “Still, there is a chance-”
 
   “The attack will be pressed,” Min said sharply, cutting Wu off.  “Shouchun will be taken.”
 
   “That’s the attitude I like,” Dao said with a laugh and another clap on Min’s back.
 
   Wu nodded.  They were confident, that much was for sure.  Deep down, however, he felt ill-at-ease.  If pressed on how he felt, he wouldn’t have been able to say, only that there was a feeling something wasn’t right.  A foreboding was what it was, and he knew it well from when he led Wei Army soldiers into battle.  He came to recognize the feeling, and knew that it presaged catastrophe.  He’d had the feeling many times before, and it hadn’t always come before a loss, but also when a victory wasn’t quite complete.  Either a large portion of the enemy’s army had gotten away, a leading general fled, or his own forces were so decimated that the victory seemed more defeat than anything.  Each time before those battles he had had the same feeling in the pit of his stomach that he was having now.  Watching the officer’s laugh and joke with their Duke and general, however, gave Wu the impression that it would do little good bringing it up.  Even with Min, he realized, someone that he had grown comfortable sharing his feelings with over the years, the trepidation would be unwelcome.  Best to swallow the feeling and hope that it went away.  And hope even more that what it foretold was nothing more than heavy losses as would be expected with such a battle.
 
   A soldier suddenly rushed into the tent, his chest heaving for breath.  “The advance wing of Yi’s men have been spotted, they’ll be on us in little more than an hour.”
 
   The joking and laughter died at the words and all eyes went to Dao and then Min.  Min looked from the man to Dao to each of the officers in what seemed a single moment.
 
   “Get into position,” he said quietly.
 
   No words were said as each of the officer rushed from the tent and toward whichever division of the army they were to command.  Duke Dao was about to follow them out when Min stayed him with a touch on the arm.
 
   “We have an hour, Sire,” Min said.  “Let us go up the hills a ways and see these forces with our own eyes.”
 
   Dao nodded and fell in behind Min as he left the tent, Wu close on his heels.  They were the only men moving away from the plain, it seemed, as they made their way south through the camp toward the hills that afforded a clear view for miles down the plain.  All about them soldiers rushed to pick up their weapons and armor before hastily heading to whichever area had been appointed as their rallying point.  Horses snorted and dug their hooves into the ground at all of the frantic activity about them before men pulled them along.  Most would be used to pull the hundreds of chariots that were already waiting on the northern outskirts of camp, while several dozen would hold single riders appointed with circling around the battle and reporting back to the officers and general on the latest developments.
 
   Few men seemed to notice that their Duke was moving about among them, heading in the opposite direction of where the battle would take place, and after a few minutes of dodging men and animals alike the three reached the edge of the southern hills and the trail that ascended up their rocky slopes.
 
   They only had to walk a few hundred yards up the trail before they saw the enemy forces.  The chariots came first, large clouds of dust swirling upward into the air in their wake, the rows upon rows of infantry marching several miles further behind.  Even from this distance the heat seemed to shimmer and reflect off of the thousands of dagger-axes the infantry held.
 
   “They’ll be here within the hour,” Dao said in alarm when he saw how close the chariots were.
 
   “The chariots, yes,” Min replied, “but I doubt they’ll do much more than wait a good distance away from us until the infantry catches up.  I expect they’re trying to rattle our nerves with this first appearance.”
 
   “I can’t even see the end to that column of infantry,” Dao said, pointing at the dark brown blocks marching slowly toward them.
 
   “They’re formed into three columns,” Wu said, bending over to point so that Dao could follow his finger.  “Two blocks of men to each column, with each block comprising…oh, about three thousand men, I’d say.”
 
   “Sounds about right,” Min said.
 
   Dao looked from Wu to Min and back to where Wu was pointing.  “Three thousand in each of those moving squares?  There must be a dozen of those squares of men.”
 
   “Eighteen,” Wu corrected.  “Three squares in each line, two lines to each column.  Three columns make eighteen blocks of infantry, or about fifty-four thousand men.”
 
   “Fifty-four thousand,” Dao said quietly.  “We’ve got what?  Scarcely half that?”
 
   “Just under twenty thousand,” Min answered, “each set into divisions of five thousand men.”
 
   “They’ll march right over us!” Dao nearly shouted.
 
   “Not if we fall back onto the river, and don’t forget about the archers in the hills.  One good archer can take out a dozen infantrymen in little more than a minute.”
 
   “And remember, we’re simply going to hold Yi’s men until the other wing of the army swings south from the pass and marches on their rear,” Wu pointed out.
 
   “I’m beginning to have doubts as to whether we’ll be able to hold them that long,” Dao said.
 
   “Don’t,” Min said brusquely.  “The men need your confidence and will smell your doubt and fear a mile away.  If you mean to lead the men in a charge you have to do so with the dead-certainty that you will be victorious.”
 
   Dao nodded and swallowed the knot in his throat.  “We’d better get down there, then.  It looks like we’ll be fighting in an hour’s time.”
 
   Duke Dao began descending the trail before they could say anything, his head held high.  Min glanced at Wu, shrugged, and started down after him.  Wu paused for another moment to look at the forces slowly making their way south and the forces quickly assembling to meet them, then glanced again at Duke Dao.  Min was right about the men being able to sense their commander’s doubts and fears, but he wasn’t quite sure Duke Dao had managed to quell his yet. 
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   The Battle on the Plains
 
    
 
   THIRTEEN
 
   The Chu Army had four divisions of infantry that numbered nearly five thousand men each.  They were arrayed east of the river in a line a few hundred yards ahead of the camp.  In front of them were the three chariot divisions which numbered two hundred and fifty each.  In the northern hills to their west were the four divisions of archers, five hundred men in each.  It was a sizable force, but Wu was not sure it would be enough.
 
   He held the reins of a chariot in his hands, trying his best to keep the two skittish horses under control.  A low-ranking officer named Chou stood on the platform next to him, a bow held at his side.  His primary duty was to fire at any enemy archers riding in the opposing chariots, though Wu also tasked him with keeping his eyes on Duke Dao as much as possible.  The Duke was in the next division over from them, on their right and in the middle of the three divisions, and although Wu knew that several chariots would be given over wholly to protecting the Duke, he figured one more couldn’t  hurt.  
 
   Min drove a chariot in the third division on the rightmost flank, from where he would be in command of the army.  While it’s true he’d riding about in the battle, his primary task was to ascertain how the enemy was faring.  A dozen chariots were to stay out of the fighting entirely and only ride about, viewing the shifting lines and gauging the positions of both forces.  Wu had commanded armies before in the State of Wei, and he knew from experience that Min would be bombarded by reports continuously.
 
   Ahead of them the State of Yue’s Army was still assembling, though they had brought the majority of their forces into place.  Five divisions of chariots, which Wu thought to number nearly three thousand, stood in front of the three massive columns of infantry, which numbered more than fifty thousand men.  Between the columns of infantry were two divisions of archers, which looked to number around two thousand, the only numbers which matched their own.  Chariots were still moving into place, and nearly the entirety of the vast columns of infantry were concealed in clouds of dust, something Wu thought was for the best; it wouldn’t do to have their own infantry get too nervous at the sight of such overwhelming odds facing them.
 
   The odds would even out once their main force reached them from the northern pass.  The scouts had reported that the force had begun moving through the pass more than an hour ago, but it was still a march of many miles down the plain before they would reach the battle.  The majority of that force was infantry.  The four divisions of men would have to rush down to get to the battle in time, something that wouldn’t be easy in the stifling heat.  The chariots that led them would also have to go slow.  It wouldn’t do to have half of the large force appear, giving away the surprise and possibly being routed, before the infantry even arrived.
 
   Still, Wu knew the odds were heavily stacked against them.  Even when, or if, the northern division of the army reached them, they’d still be heavily outnumbered.  The State of Wu’s army had just under 60,000 men.  The State of Chu’s army had just over 41,000 men, and half of them were currently marching through a mountain pass.  Right now Chu was fielding a force of just over 21,000 men against an army that outnumbered it nearly 3-to-1.
 
   General Min was in charge of the battle, something that he had talked repeatedly about with Duke Dao.  The Duke had agreed, but Wu knew full-well that the course of the battle could change that.  The plan was to wait for the Yue Army to march upon them, coming at them first with volleys of arrows and a chariot charge.  The Chu Army would hold for as long as possible, their archers firing down on the advancing troops from the hills above, before the chariots would make a combined thrust at the left flank of the Yue Army, driving into the ranks of infantry.  While that happened the right flank of the Chu infantry would pull back across the river, each division pulling back in turn.  The most important factor would be deciding when to have the chariots charge the left flank.  Min was to give that order, and Wu hoped that Duke Dao waited for it.
 
   A great cheer arose from the army ahead of them, the soldiers no doubt pepped-up by their commanders.  Nearly all of the chariots were now in place nearly a mile from them, Wu could see; it wouldn’t be much longer.  He felt rather calm, something that always struck him as a bit odd.  Most men he knew, even seasoned veterans of battle, became quite fearful before the initial charge.  Not Wu.  He had somehow developed the capacity for calm after years of war.  That wasn’t the case with the officer next to him.  Wu could see the man’s hand turning white from how forcefully he gripped the top of the chariot, while the hand held at his side was visibly trembling.  Wu put his hand on the man’s shoulder.
 
   “Don’t let them make you nervous with their shouting, Chou,” Wu said.  “They’re yelling to try and make their own fear go away.”
 
   
  
 

“I’ll try not to, General,” Chou said shakily and with a smile that quickly turned back to a frown.
 
   Wu patted him on the back again then looped his hands through the reins.  The Chu Army officers were already moving about their own men, rallying them with impromptu speeches on what awaited their victory.  Similar shouts were coming from the ranks of infantry behind them, but they weren’t nearly as loud or adamant as those heard from across the sun-baked plain.
 
   Just let them hold long enough for the main force to arrive, Wu thought as he stared through the shimmering heat waves at the army waiting to destroy them.
 
   And then it came, the final loud cheer and then the deafening rumble as three thousand chariots began their charge.  It was as if the men a mile away had stolen the men’s voices, so quiet did it become in the first ranks behind Wu.  He could feel the familiar pounding in his chest, the echoing rumble of thousands of horses on the hard-packed earth.  
 
   He paid it no heed.  He’d grown accustomed to that sensation, having led the charge more often than not, although he had been on the receiving end his fare share of the time.  The men behind him, however, had never experienced it before.  Wu glanced back and was happy to see that the ranks remained firm, that no men had dropped their weapons and fled in fear.  It was a disciplined force that had been put together over the past two years, but Wu still saw more than a few stained breeches from men unable to hold their bladders along with their courage.
 
   He turned his head back to the plain in front of them and saw that the chariots were in a full-out charge.  King Yi must be confident indeed, Wu thought, for he was not even bothering with his archers.  Behind the swirling clouds of dust he could just make out the infantry beginning their fast march onto the field.
 
   His eyes went to the north hills on their left.  Two thousand archers were waiting in the rocky outcroppings, and they had a clear line of fire down onto the plain below.  For some reason the Yue army hadn’t concerned themselves with the men, perhaps thinking them ineffective against such a larger force.  We’ll see about that, Wu thought with a smile.  The men on the hills had been trained well; Wu had watched them during practice both in Ying and in their camps at night so knew that each man could draw and fire more than five shots a minute with deadly accuracy.  Still, it was several hundred yards from the hills to the plain below, and they were firing at moving targets.
 
   The Yue chariots were just about in line with that first division of five hundred archers when the air became filled with arrows.  They had been aimed well ahead and flew out into the sky in a wide arc soaring up and out before turning down into a torrent of death.  The first volley was right-on, and Wu watched as more than a dozen chariots flipped over, their horses, drivers, or both impaled by the arrows.  A dozen wooden shafts sprouted from chariot carriages with occupants lucky not to have been hit, and the vehicles sped on, right into line with the next division of archers atop the hill.  Again the rain of arrows came down, and again several dozen chariots met a crashing end.  Still, even with a hundred or more chariots taken out in such a fashion, nearly three thousand remained, and those quickly corrected their course, steering to their left so as to avoid the deadly barrage from above.  
 
   All along the Chu line horses were kicking and stomping their hooves into the ground, and a few even reared up, knocking over their chariots, but the majority held the line.  Wu glanced down the lead line of chariots, and even though he couldn’t make out Min on the far right flank, he knew that the general was gritting his teeth as he watched the enemy chariots come closer and closer.  Already they were past the second division of archers on the hill and just a few hundred yards from the mouth of the river.  
 
   And then the call came and before he even realized it, Wu was cracking the reins down on the two horses in front of him and his chariot was rushing forth to battle.  
 
   From the hills the third division of archers let loose, and Wu saw several more chariots crash out of the advancing line, their riders thrown out of the carriages to be trampled to death by the vehicles next to them.  Even with a few hundred chariots taken out by archers the Yue line continued to advance rapidly.  
 
   Two hundred yards, then one hundred; on they came.  Wu could hear the shouts of the men on both lines of the battle and then he was crashing through the line of the enemy and they through his.  Horses skittered and cried all around and within moments the air was filled with the sounds of swords and dagger-axes ringing against one another.  Wu was surrounded by enemy chariots but didn’t even think.  With one hand tightly woven around the reins he grabbed his sword and began swinging while beside him Chou dropped his bow to his feet and took up his own sword.  
 
   Their only hope was to fight through the line of chariots before the Yue infantry arrived behind them, cutting off all escape.  Wu cracked the reins and tried his best to drive the chariot forward as he swung his sword at the men in chariots beside him.  Blood sprayed as he severed on man’s sword arm.  He took another through the chest with a savage thrust.  
 
   Chou cried out beside him and Wu glanced over in time to see him block two overhead swings from a soldier on the chariot over.  Chou was fast, though, and drove his own sword into the man’s stomach as the man tried to raise his sword for another swing.  Wu turned away as the red and white guts of the man began to flow from the savage wound, and thankfully just in time to block a swing aimed at his head.  Steel rang against steel as he parried and blocked his newest assailant’s attacks with both his sword and chariot, but before either was able to land the killing blow their chariots were past one another.  The press of chariots around them was loosening and Wu found that he suddenly had more mobility.  He cracked the reins hard and steered toward an opening ahead.  A few final swings from his and Chou’s swords and they managed to cut their way out of the battle.
 
   Wu tugged on the reins and paused for a moment after they made it past the fighting.  Dust swirled all about but Wu could see that the Yue infantry was still several hundred yards away, although marching fast.  Arrows rained down on them from above, causing hundreds of men fell with each volley, but they continued on.  Even if the archers managed to kill several thousand men before the whole force reached the main battle there would still be tens of thousands ready, their blood up at the loss of their companions.
 
   Behind them the battle raged, and Wu could hear that their own infantry had already joined the fight in the rear.  It was still largely chaos, neither side having recovered from the initial charge enough to sort out their lines and divisions.  Wu was not tasked with leading a division, which would have been nearly impossible anyway given the confusion of battle lines at the moment, so he whirled the chariot around the seething mass of men and horses toward their right flank.  It was there that he expected to find Min and hopefully Duke Dao as well.
 
    “Fire at the officers!” Wu yelled out above the din of battle as he raced eastward.
 
   “Which ones are the officers?” Chou yelled back as he dropped his sword and reached for his bow.
 
   “The ones with swords!” Wu yelled.
 
   Chou may not have known much about the make-up of the opposing military ranks, but he more than made up for it by his skill with the bow.  Before they had gone another fifty yards he had already struck three enemy swordsmen who were wildly swinging away from their chariots.  Each man fell with an arrow through the throat.
 
   It quickly became apparent that all semblance of command was lost in the swirling chaos of the battle and that Wu would have a hard time finding Duke Dao or Min’s location.  He kept the chariot moving, however, and was soon on the edge of the battle and circling down into his own ranks.  
 
   “There!” Chou called out, pointing with his arm toward a cluster of chariots off to the side.
 
   Wu looked and saw that it was Min, doing his best to direct the action of his men.  Wu cracked the reins and within a minute was alongside the group.
 
   “Firm up the ranks!” Min was shouting at the chariots around him.  “Get the infantry moving back across the river!”
 
   Wu was surprised that Min was giving the order to fall back so quickly in the battle, but one glance back at the swirling mass of chariots and infantry told him that they were dangerously outnumbered and at risk of being overrun.  The enemy infantry would be on top of them in minutes, and if they didn’t break now there’d be a good chance that they would be surrounded and swallowed up.
 
   “Where’s Dao?” Wu yelled to Min when he was alongside his chariot.
 
   “We’ve lost sight of him,” Min yelled back between orders.
 
   Wu frowned and stared back into the maelstrom of battle.  For every one of their chariots he saw a dozen of the enemy’s.  
 
   “We’ve got to get in there and get him out!” Wu yelled.
 
   “Go, and give the order to fall back to all that you can,” Min yelled back, his attention already back to the men around him.
 
   Wu cracked the reins and headed back into the swirling mass of men and animals, shouting for the men to fall back as he plunged into the chaos.  Chou dropped his bow and again picked up his sword, swinging and stabbing as they steered around upturned chariots and drove over fallen men, many writhing in pain from their wounds.  All the while Wu called out the orders for the men to pull back and regroup across the river.  His words were having an effect, at least; already large groups of infantry were moving back toward the river, the chariots doing their best to take the brunt of the fighting so as to allow them an escape.  
 
   As Wu drove deeper into the ranks of infantry and enemy chariots he began to lose hope that he’d spot Duke Dao, but then suddenly he saw him, still atop his chariot, a ring of infantry and chariots around him.  He seemed to be directing the attack, and the battle was going favorably around him, although Wu didn’t know how long that’d be the case, especially when the Yue infantry arrived.
 
   “Pull back!” Dao was yelling.  “To the river!”
 
   Wu managed to get close enough and Dao spotted him.
 
   “Has Min given the order?” he yelled out as Wu steered through the protective ring to com up alongside.
 
   “He has,” Wu yelled back.  “The infantry are already pulling back while the chariots hold.”
 
   Dao nodded and looked around him.  “The enemy infantry, how long?”
 
   “They’ll be on top of us in minutes,” Wu replied.  “We’ve got to get you out of here.”
 
   Wu saw the Duke grit his teeth and frown, not happy with the thought of leaving his men.
 
   “If we don’t get you out of here when the infantry arrives then you’ll be swallowed up!” Wu yelled.  “The men need you to stay alive and command them.”
 
   That did it.  Dao nodded and tightened his hands about the reins of his chariot.  “Lead me to Min, then.”
 
   Wu nodded and put his chariot into motion, glancing back to see that Dao was following behind.  The ring of men and chariots advanced with him, although when the enemy chariots saw that the Duke of Chu was moving past them they quickly descended.  The infantry were the first to be cut down, but most of the chariots managed to make it through.  Within moments they were out of the heaviest of the fighting and advancing upon Min’s position.
 
   “Are the infantry pulling back?” Min shouted when Wu was close enough to hear.
 
   “They are, and the chariots are coming this way, as many as remain,” Wu replied loudly over the sounds of battle.
 
   “The Yue infantry are already too close for us to make it to the mouth of the river,” Min said.  “We’ll have to circle around their whole army.”
 
   “Can we do that?” Dao asked.  “They still have their archers in reserve.”
 
   “It’s our only choice,” Min said.  “We have to protect the area between the river and the hills.  If we don’t the enemy chariots will have a straight path down onto our infantry.”
 
   “Then lead us around,” Dao said.
 
   Min nodded and steered his chariot north.  With a last glance back behind him he cracked his horse’s reins and put the chariot into motion, the rest quickly doing the same.  Wu glanced about.  No more than two hundred chariots comprised their division, the rest still fighting it out in the middle of the field, trying to buy the infantry as much time as possible to get across the river.  Once there the men would be safe from the enemy chariots, which would have to circle around the mouth of the river and come down the narrow corridor between the water and the hills.  The bulk of the enemy infantry would most likely try and fight their way across the river, which was narrow and shallow enough to stop low-lying chariots, but not men on foot.  It would be a tough fight, and one that they hadn’t anticipated getting into so quickly.  The Yue forces were better-organized and more powerful then they’d thought.  Wu gave a silent prayer to Shangdi that their main force was running south to join them.
 
    As they broke north many of the enemy chariots disengaged as best they could from the fighting to pursue.  Chariots were fierce weapons when allowed the mobility that was their main feature, but when surrounded by infantry they quickly became bogged down and were easy to defeat.  The Yue forces knew this well, and at the sight of the Chu chariots speeding north toward their own fast-approaching infantry lines, they too sped north.  The respite from the fighting allowed the Chu infantry to pull back en masse and gave an opportunity to those Chu chariots still in the midst of battle to disengage themselves and head toward the mouth of the river on their own.  At least he’s saving his army, Wu thought as he glanced over at Duke Dao.
 
   Within moments of breaking north they were speeding past the Yue infantry divisions.
 
   “Take up your bow and take out as many of them as you can,” Wu yelled to Chou over the rumble of wheels all about them.
 
   Chou once again put down his sword and picked up his bow.  He sidled around Wu and nocked an arrow, taking careful aim before firing.  Even with the shaking of the chariot there was little chance that he would miss; the Yue infantry was arrayed in the thousands all alongside of them and made easy targets.  Wu saw other arrows flying out from the chariots around him, as well as those still raining down from the hills above.  A large section of the Yue left flank disengaged from their march to swing into the path of the advancing chariots.  While many men would be killed if more than two hundred chariots slammed into them, there numbers were enough to ensure that they could stop the whole force in a manner of minutes.  Ahead of them Min saw the move and steered them well clear, their horse-drawn chariots faster than even the most capable runners in the infantry.  Still, there were thousands of men in the lines, and it took them some time to pass to the rear of the column.  
 
   There they found a new set of problems: directly behind the infantry were the two large divisions of archers, already in place and readying their bows to fire upon the hills where the Chu archers were embedded.  And coming down directly beside them, and right at the advancing column of Chu chariots, were several hundred enemy chariots.  Wu’s mouth came open at the sight; either King Yi had held a large portion of his chariots in reserve or they had already broken off from the fighting in the middle of the field and somehow gotten up and around their own infantry.  It was a large dilemma, and Wu knew that they were trapped.  Behind them came hundreds of chariots, to their left were thousands of infantry men, and ahead of them were archers and even more chariots.  The only route open to them lay to their right, a direction which would take them further from the fighting still taking place in the middle of the field, and the river mouth where their presence was so urgently needed.
 
   Ahead of them Min reined up his horses and slowed his chariot.  Duke Dao was in the chariot next to him, and after a moment Wu was able to steer up alongside as well.
 
   “We’ll make a break right behind the infantry,” Min yelled out to them.  “Scatter as many of the archers as you can to buy our men in the hills more time.”
 
   “It’ll be close,” Wu yelled back.  “If enough of those archers stand their ground it’ll impede our movement and allow some of the infantry and chariots to close the gap in front of us.  We’ll be trapped.”
 
   “It’s a risk we’ll have to take, and quickly,” Min yelled back as he gripped his reins tightly.  “Besides,” he added with a smile, “when have you ever known archers to hold their ground?”
 
   Min cracked the reins and sent his chariot into the thin gap between the south-marching infantry and fast approaching chariots from the north.  Wu smiled despite himself as he watched him go; the man was actually enjoying this, he realized.  Wu yelled out and cracked the reins, sending the chariot into motion behind Min and Dao, a newfound burst of confidence upon him.
 
    
 
   FOURTEEN
 
   Wu quickly realized that confidence was needed, and hoped that the drivers of the chariots behind him got a piece of it as well.  Ahead of them stood more than two thousand archers, on either side of which were infantry and chariots.  Riding in front, Min cracked his reins repeatedly, trying to get every last ounce of speed from the two horses pulling him, while beside him Duke Dao did the same.  Already the rear ranks of the Yue infantry saw what they were attempting and were turning about to impede their progress.  It was an uncoordinated move, however, one lacking in leadership and direction, and the men would most likely be unable to come into any type of blocking stance until they reached the last of the three long columns.  The chariots were another matter entirely.  Driven by disciplined officers who could make decisions on their own, they quickly turned their cars about to block the path before the Chu chariots reached their archers.  It would be close, Wu quickly saw, but he didn’t think they would pull into position in time to block their first few ranks, and he suspected that only a few dozen of their two hundred chariots would by stymied by the attempt.
 
   A new concern quickly replaced that posed by the chariots.  Instead of running like most men would, the archers were determinedly standing their ground, grabbing arrows from their quivers and nocking them to their bows.  Already men were aiming at them, and a few arrows flew over their heads as they got closer.  Wu saw Min yell something to Dao that he could not make out, and which the Duke only shook his head at.  A moment later Min began steering his chariot into a more direct line with the archers, the movement forcing Dao to do the same with his own chariot.  Wu made the same maneuver, and glancing over his shoulder he saw that the others in line behind him were making it as well.  When he returned his eyes to the archers ahead of them he saw the first few men begin to break ranks and run.  They were quickly followed by more as their column of chariots got closer, and by the time they were within a hundred yards all of them had taken to their heels.  
 
   Wu would have smiled but for the chariots quickly filling the gap left by the archers.  The Yue chariots were plowing right through the retreating ranks of archers, heedless of the fleeing men’s safety in their rush to break the enemy’s charge.  Min and Dao and then Wu quickly flew by the advancing cars, but Wu could tell that the main thrust of that force would bear down on his companions just a few chariots behind.  
 
   Min tried to buy them speed and time by cracking his reins repeatedly, especially after they heard the first wing of Yue chariots slam into them further back down their long line.  Wu had thought that they would lose only a few dozen to that chariot charge; now he realized that it was only a few dozen that would survive.  Shouts and cries erupted in their rear as their men were surrounded.  There was nothing they could do, however; to turn back and fight would mean certain death for themselves and defeat for the entire army.  They had to press on, and that’s exactly what Min did.  
 
   They plowed through the fleeing archers and ran over any foolish enough to hold their ground.  Arrows still flew at them, but most were high, while the few well-aimed embedded themselves in the cars more often than not.  The threat of the chariots and archers behind them, they still found they had one obstacle to contend with, and that was the large cluster of infantry now blocking their path.  They were already passing the second column of infantry, but the third had found enough time to pull some men back in an attempt to stop the chariot charge.  It was too late however, for even with the archers regrouping in their rear and ready to fire down on them as they rushed to the river, their whole right flank was clear.  Min simply steered them up and around the men and they were quickly heading back south, the mouth of the river, and their own ranks of infantry, before them.  Wu had never seen a more welcome sight.
 
   The ranks cheered them when they wheeled into their midst, the few that were not busy fighting it out over the river.  Min pulled up on his reins and brought his chariot to a halt well into their ranks and quickly hopped out of the car.  He stood staring back at the few chariots coming in behind him, and Wu saw him shake his head sadly as he brought his own horses and car to a halt and handed the reins to Chou.
 
   “I didn’t think we had lost so many,” Min was saying to Dao when Wu walked up.  “Where those chariots came from I don’t know.”
 
   “Yi had them in reserve,” Wu quickly said.  “I thought more would get through as well.”
 
   The three men stood and watched as the last of the chariots came in behind them.  Wu did a quick count and was appalled.  Of the more than two hundred that had broken free of the fighting in the field to rush north and around the infantry, less than fifty remained.  
 
   “We won’t be blocking the mouth of the river with this force,” Min said sadly.  He waved over one of the nearby officers.  “Get a division of infantry up to block the mouth of the river,” Min said to the man when he reached them.
 
   The officer nodded and ran off toward the sound of fighting coming from the river to their right.  Min watched him go before turning to look around.
 
   “There’s got to be some type of command here,” he said.
 
   Wu glanced about but could see no such thing.  They were on the very edge of the first division of infantry, the one furthest away from the fighting that was raging somewhere south of them.
 
   “Further down the river, most likely,” Dao said.  “A chariot will take us the length of the line more quickly.”
 
   Min nodded and wiped the dust and sweat from his face, and Wu saw for the first time how dazed and tired the man truly was.  The battle had obviously taken its toll on him, especially the loss of the chariots.  They had started the battle with seven hundred and fifty, and, unless some had escaped from the fighting to come across the river on their own, they were now down to a few dozen.  Wu had no idea what shape their infantry was in, but if the ferocity of the fighting from the field was any indication, they had also taken a hard hit.  The only force that appeared unscathed were their archers, still high atop the hills on their left, but who would no doubt be forced to scatter once the Yue archers got reorganized and fired upon them.  
 
   The infantry was the real question, however; without them they had nothing.  They’d started the battle with nearly twenty thousand.  If all of divisions had managed to get across the river they would be able to hold for some time; long enough, Wu hoped, for their main force to finish its long march from the northern pass.  They would soon find out, Wu knew as they walked to Dao’s chariot, the Duke taking the reins and putting them into motion.
 
   The two divisions of Chu infantry closest to the river when the battle had started had managed to make it across when the order had been given.  As the three men went by in their chariot the soldiers cheered them, happy to see their Duke and leading general still in the fight.  Already they were moving further up toward the river’s mouth to block the chariots they knew would come.  The further they rode down the river, however, the worse things became.  Half of the third division of infantry had made it across the river, but the other half was in the process of making its way across or still on the plain fighting.  The fourth division was wholly across the river, unable to break away from the chariots that assaulted them.  By this time the main force of the Yue infantry had reached the river and was slamming hard into the Chu infantry.  Officers tried to rally the men and get them across the river, where they would at least by away from the chariots, but in the chaos of the fighting it just wasn’t happening.  Bodies floated in the shallow river which was already turning red with blood.
 
   “We’ve got to get those men across!” Dao shouted out when they came upon the thick of the fighting.
 
   “We can’t risk sending the other two divisions into the river to aid them,” Min yelled back.  “The rest of the Yue infantry will be down upon them in moments anyway.”
 
   “So we just leave them to die out there?” Dao shouted.
 
   “No, we leave them to fight,” Min shouted back.
 
   They came to the end of the line where the fighting had yet to take hold and Dao swung the chariot back around, bringing it to a stop.
 
   “There’s no point in all three of us riding in one chariot,” he said.  “Min, I want you to get into another car and rally these men still across the river.  Wu and I will go aid in the stand against the chariots.”
 
   Min only nodded and jumped out onto the ground.  He waved down one of the chariots that had been following them and hopped in while it was still moving.  Dao glanced over at Wu and cracked the reins, sending them back toward their left flank near the river’s mouth.
 
   They were still passing by the third division, itself still trapped in and on the other side of the river, when they heard the sounds of battle coming from further ahead.  Another few moments brought them in sight of the fighting which had started fresh since they had first left.  The Yue infantry had pushed their way across the river and were now engaged with the Chu infantry stationed on the other side.  Most still stood in the river, swinging away at the men on the banks with their dagger-axes and swords, but a few had broken through the line to get onto the bank.  So far the men of Chu were doing a good job holding them off, but there were thousands more still assembling on the opposing bank.  Wu knew that it would be nearly impossible to hold them back once they charged across the shallow water.
 
   They went further up past the third division and were soon behind the fourth.  These men were fighting on two sides.  The men had managed to form up into a wedge so they could simultaneously make a stand against the chariots coming down on them from the north and the infantry coming at them from across the river.  The few dozen chariots that still remained helped as best they could, mainly rushing about to draw off the enemy chariots, but there numbers were too few to make any real difference.
 
   Dao spun the chariot around in a circle and brought it to a stop well behind the line of fighting.  He stared hard at the battle taking place on two sides then glanced up at the hills behind them.
 
   “The archers are still doing well,” he said so quietly that Wu had to strain to hear him over the clash of steel.  He turned suddenly to look at Wu.  “We won’t stand a chance here for long if we don’t take some drastic measures, and soon.”
 
   Wu’s eyes narrowed and he knitted his brows.  “What do you have in mind, Sire?”
 
   “I want you to get up that hill.  Locate King Yi down there in all that chaos.  He must be across the river directing his troops from some safe vantage.”
 
   “And if we find him, then what?”
 
   “Then we kill him.”
 
   Wu stared at Dao for another moment, but the Duke’s attention was already back on the battle.  Wu didn’t think it was much of a plan, but he had to admit that he couldn’t think of anything worse at the moment.  It was obvious that they would be finished within the hour unless their main force arrived, but that seemed less and less likely with each minute that passed.  With a shrug Wu jumped from the car and started to rush up the hill.
 
   Rocks scattered and tumbled down behind him as he went up, and several times he stumbled and only barely stopped himself from falling completely by throwing his hands out in front of himself.  After a time he started to use his arms as well as his legs to propel him up the steep incline.  The sounds of the fighting diminished the further he went up, but they did not go away entirely.  A few stolen glances over his shoulder was all it took to remind him of how dire their situation was.
 
   After several minutes, his fingers bloodied in from the jagged rocks, he reached the first of the archers.  The men had spotted him several minutes before, but they were so intent on loading and reloading their bows that they paid him scant attention.  
 
   “Where’s the officer in charge?” Wu shouted at the first group he came upon.
 
   One of the men, his bow drawn up to his face as he took aim on some distant target below, cocked his head slightly behind him and to the left.
 
   Wu scrambled on, moving around large rocks and boulders that dotted the hillside.  Other groups of archers gave the same directions as the first, and finally after several minutes he asked one group where the officer was and a man had said that he was in charge.
 
   “Duke Dao wants to know where King Yi is,” Wu said panting, the sweat pouring down his face and into his already soaked robes.
 
   “That’s easy,” the man said, pointing out onto the plain below.  “He’s in the middle of that large circle of men behind the infantry and just out of range.”
 
   Wu put his hand to his forehead to block the sun’s glare and narrowed his eyes.  There was a circle of chariots drawn up, several more men standing about in a wider circle.  It appeared to be the seat of command, that was for sure, but Wu couldn’t make out King Yi.
 
   “Are you sure Yi’s in that group?”
 
   “Can’t you see him?” the man asked.  “He’s got the bright blue robes on.  We watched when that group came to a stop there, and the first thing that happened was a new set of robes was brought out for that man to change into.  Seems their king doesn’t like to spend too long in dusty clothes,” the officer finished with a laugh.
 
   Wu could make him out now, the bright blue gave him away easily, and he was surprised he hadn’t noticed before.  It was hard to make out, but Wu was sure that the other men around him were getting orders which they then relayed to the men on foot around them, who then went rushing off down the line of battle.  Looking down on them Wu realized that Dao’s plan of killing the King wasn’t so far-fetched after all.  There were few men guarding him, and most of the infantry was occupied with fighting their way across the river.  The majority of chariots that the King possessed were buffeting the mouth of the river, while the archers that had been scattered by Min’s charge were still trying to get reorganized further up the range of hills.  
 
   “Sir,” Wu said to the man, “gather together your best marksmen and send them down the hills to the right flank of the infantry line.  Have them wait there for further instructions.”
 
   The man’s eyes narrowed.  “What’s going on?  Are you truly meaning to strike against the King?”
 
   “You’ll be the first to see it if we do,” Wu said as he turned and began hopping down the hillside.
 
    
 
   FIFTEEN
 
   Rocks scattered all about as Wu hopped and slid down the hill, and in just a minute he was behind the infantry lines once again.  Putting his arms on his knees he bent over to catch his breath and peered about, looking for Min or Dao.  After a few moments he spotted the Duke, riding up and down the line of men, shouting orders for where to firm up and get ready for the assault that was already coming at them from across the river.  Wu straightened up and rushed to the chariot, hoping that it wouldn’t dash off suddenly.
 
   Another man in the car spotted Wu rushing up and clapped Dao on the shoulder.  The Duke nodded when he caught sight of Wu and turned the chariot toward him.
 
   “Well, what did you find out, Wu?”
 
   “King Yi is in a tight circle of men and chariots just behind the infantry.  It’s nearly a straight line from the mouth of the river to his location.”
 
   Dao nodded.  “How many men does he have guarding him?”
 
   “No more than twenty afoot with another twenty in the chariots.”
 
   Wu gestured back up toward the hills.  “I told the officer in charge to gather together his best marksmen and send them down to the end of our line.”
 
   “Good,” Dao said before turning to the man next to him.  “Rush to the mouth of the river and tell General Min to spare as many chariots as he can.  Tell him we have fighting on the right flank.”
 
   The man nodded, hopped from the car, and sped off north.  Wu climbed up into the car.
 
   “Is there fighting on the right flank?  I didn’t see any?”
 
   “It wouldn’t do to tell Min that I mean to lead a charge against King Yi.”
 
   “It wouldn’t do to lie to him either.”
 
   Dao shrugged.  “By the time those chariots get here there will be fighting on the right flank.”
 
   Wu glanced further down the line.  The Duke was right; already Yue infantry were massing heavily across the river, ready to storm across against the Chu fourth division.  
 
   “We’ll have to get over the river to the south, where it comes through the mountains,” Wu said, turning his attention back to Dao.
 
   “I realize that.  The fighting at the mouth of the river is too fierce; we’d never be able to break through it undetected.”
 
   “And how do you plan on getting a dozen chariots across the river?” 
 
   “There’re shallow spots,” Dao answered.
 
   Wu nodded.  They would tackle that problem when they got to it.  “The camp should provide enough cover to get out behind their lines unseen.”
 
   “Exactly.  That camp is nearly a mile long and no one in the Yue Army will be looking at it.”
 
   “And then what?”  Wu asked.  “We just charge at Yi and hope that we kill him.”
 
   Dao looked hard at Wu and with not a trace of doubt on his face.  “Yes.”
 
   Wu only nodded, surprised at how the battle had hardened his ruler.  He’d never seen Dao so serious before, nor so determined.  It was as if all of his frustrations over what had befallen the once powerful State of Chu were coming to a boil under the hot sun and the unmerciful heat of the desert plain around them.  For the first time since the battle started Wu felt that they would prevail.
 
   The archers began arriving down from the hills just as the first chariots came down from further up the river.  As ordered, Min had sent down a dozen of the chariots, a third of his force.  Their absence would make protecting the left flank all the more difficult, but Wu knew that if Dao’s plan succeeded, if King Yi was somehow killed in their risky charge, it could well spell the end of the battle.  There were more archers than there were chariots, so Dao quickly yelled out for the best to take up positions on the chariots.  There was room for only two men and a driver in each car, so by the time the men had separated themselves out there were thirty-six men total on their twelve chariots.  Duke Dao and Wu were in the lead, with another archer named Po, the commander of the small battalion down from the hills.
 
   “Gather round,” Dao yelled when the cars were full, and the drivers moved about them in a circle.  “We’ll be heading south, looking for a shallow spot to cross the river.  I mean to come around behind and circle around our camp then charge up the plain at the unprotected rear of the Yue forces.  King Yi has been spotted commanding from a ring of chariots with no more men guarding him than we have here.  If we do this right we’ll have a chance of ending the battle.”  He paused to look at each of the men in the chariots around him.  “Either King Yi or I will die this afternoon.  I mean for it to be him.  Help me make that possible.”
 
   The men nodded solemnly, for the speech was not one to cheer for.  Each man knew the risks of moving behind an enemy force that numbered in the tens of thousands, completely cut off from their own forces by that enemy, a vast plain, and an un-fordable river.  Even if they did manage to kill King Yi they would still have to somehow make it back across their own lines, a difficult undertaking given that most of the enemy would surely have spotted them by that time.  And even getting to Yi would be difficult: there were still plenty of chariots left to the Yue forces, chariots which could easily turn away from their assault of the river’s mouth and back to the rear of their lines.  But possibly most worrisome to the men, considering that the majority riding out with Dao were marksmen, were the enemy archers.  The largely untouched force still numbered nearly two thousand and stood in a large block just behind the infantry.  A single volley from them could spell the end of their charge before it even had a chance to begin.
 
   Without another word Dao cracked the reins hard across the two horses and sent their chariot moving, the other chariots quickly making way, their circle coming apart as each car fell into line.  They raced along the river and away from the sounds of fighting and after a minute Wu glanced over his shoulder to see that they were already out of view of the battle raging behind them.
 
   For several minutes they raced south along the river, the archers in the chariots behind them keeping a sharp look out with their keen eyes for any spot on the river that would allow their chariots to cross without difficulty.  After several more minutes Wu urged Dao to slow their chariot and to wave on several of the cars behind them.  It was obvious that their small force would have to move more slowly and with greater spaces between them if they were to locate a suitable crossing.  It wasn’t until three-quarters of an hour had elapsed that a shout came from further up their column and the other chariots raced to the stopped car.
 
   “There!” an archer pointed excitedly.  “See the swirls in the water?  This spot is shallow enough across the whole length.”
 
   Already a man was halfway across the river, the water reaching no higher than the top of his ankles.  Wu narrowed his eyes and after a moment saw what the man was pointing at.  The water swirled and eddied all along a jagged line of the river, something that could only occur with rocks close to the surface.  While he was still looking the first chariot drove into the river, slowly at first, but with greater speed once it became obvious that it wouldn’t sink under the rushing water.  Halfway across the man standing in the water jumped into the car and after another few moments the car was on the other side of the river, the men eagerly waving back at them.
 
   “We cross here,” Dao called out loudly before he cracked the reins and sent their chariot into the water.  The river bottom was uneven and the rocks beneath them shifted under their weight, but within moments they were halfway then approaching the opposite shore.  When they were safely out of the river Wu looked behind to see a line of chariots following them across.  Within minutes their whole column was again racing along the river, this time on the opposite bank and toward the fighting.
 
   What took them the better part of an hour took them less than ten minutes to cover as their chariots sped back to the sounds of battle, the fine red dust of the plain swirling up in clouds behind them.  The ring of steel on steel and the shouts and cries of men fighting and dying carried to them, and Dao cracked the reins again and again to bring them to it.  The hills on the other side of the river slowly turned north and eventually they were able to see the battle.  The sight Wu had been dreading, Yue infantry across the river, their smaller force surrounded and greatly outnumbered, was not the sight that confronted them.  Instead, and much to his surprise, what he saw was the Yue infantry falling back from the river.
 
   “They’re falling back!” Dao yelled over the roar of their wheels as he too saw what has happening.
 
   Wu put his hand up to his eyes to block the sun, then pulled his head back, his eyes going wide with surprise.
 
   “Our forces have arrived from the north!” he shouted.  “They’ve come right down on top of the Yue chariots at the river’s mouth.”
 
   “And their infantry is rushing to meet the new threat,” Dao said, referring to the Yue forces rushing back across the river.
 
   “The battle is won, Sire,” Wu said into Dao’s ear.
 
   “Not yet it isn’t, not with King Yi still on the field.”
 
   Wu had expected that reply, but was still unhappy to hear it.  “Sire, we don’t have to make this reckless charge.  King Yi will have no choice but to pull back now that we match or even outnumber his own forces.  Already his chariots are trapped between our infantry and newly arrived chariots.  Don’t put yourself in needless danger.”
 
   “The battle ends here and now, Wu,” Dao replied so quietly that Wu barely heard him.
 
   Wu frowned but and gritted his teeth.  There was not much he could do, he realized, so he patted Po on the arm.
 
   “Get ready,” he said to the archer.
 
   Po nodded and thrust his bow over his head.  Wu glanced back to see the other archers in the chariots behind them ready their own bows while beside him Po nocked an arrow.  They would have to pull up somewhere and stop if they wanted their shots to have any chance of success; firing from moving chariots was difficult for even the most skilled, and it wouldn’t do to have the element of surprise go with a reckless volley.  Dao didn’t seem to think so, however, for he continued to race north, even when King Yi’s small command was spotted, his officers and guards obviously in confusion with the turn the battle had taken.
 
   “Sire, we have to stop!” Wu yelled out.
 
   Dao either didn’t hear him or ignored him, for he cracked the reins once then twice, giving them a greater burst of speed.  He raised his other arm up in the air and threw it forward in the motion to charge.  Wu looked forward and saw that several of the men around Yi were frantically pointing toward them but before he could voice any more concerns Po angled his bow higher and let loose.  His arrow was joined by dozens of others from behind, each of them sailing up and out over the hundred yards that separated them from Yi’s men.  The metal heads glinted in the sun as the shafts rose and then fell, all falling either short or to the side of where Yi’s men were.  Their element of surprise gone, they had no other choice but to continue the charge; by the time they pulled up to turn about Yi’s own men would be firing down on them.  
 
   Even before his arrow was falling toward the ground Po had another nocked and he let that one fly.  The other men behind them did the same, and this time a few found their marks, sending four of Yi’s men to the ground dead while two others clutched at shafts sprouting from their legs.  Surprise was gone, however, and Yi’s men were already in a circular formation, their King at their center and heavily guarded with shields to stop any arrows that might find him.
 
   After the second volley came the third, with much the same results, and then they were just a few dozen yards away.  Wu grabbed the sword hanging from his belt and braced himself.  Dao gave no sign of slowing the chariot or of turning it, and if he did neither they would slam right into the ring of horses and chariots surrounding Yi.
 
   As they came within ten yards of the circle of men Dao let out a savage yell, dropped the reins from his hands, grabbed hold of his sword with one hand and clutched at the side of the car with the other.  Wu did the same, but Po, an arrow nocked and ready, kept careful aim, either oblivious of the impact to come or totally unconcerned.  When they were just yards away and Wu could see the fear in the Yue soldiers’ eyes, Po let loose, his arrow slamming into and then out of the chest of the soldier directly in front of him.  The last thing Wu saw was the man’s eyes go wide before their horses reared and their chariot slammed into King Yi’s line.  After that everything went black.
 
    
 
   SIXTEEN
 
   When Wu came to he was lying on the ground, his sword still clutched tightly in his hand.  All around him were the sounds of battle; of steel ringing and men and horses yelling and screaming and dying.  He sat up, his head swimming.  The first thing he saw was an overturned chariot still fastened to two horses, one dead the other dying loudly and painfully.  There was no sign of either Po or Dao, however, and a quick look around confirmed that neither was lying about dead, at least not within his narrow field of view.  It looked as though most of the dozen chariots had followed Dao’s charge right up to the end, for chariots were piled about, overturned and in some cases atop one another, their horses contorted into all sorts of gruesome poses, many already dead but most screaming out in agony.
 
   Wu pushed himself to his feet with his free hand and was able to see over some of the wrecked chariots.  All about him men were fighting, most hand-to-hand with swords, although a few hung back and took aim with their bows.  He turned about and realized that he had been facing away from where they had charged.  In front of him sat Po’s lifeless body, impaled on a jagged splinter of wood from one of the ruined chariots, his eyes wide and blood already drying in a thin line from his mouth.  There was no way the archer could have survive the crash, Wu knew that when they were still in the chariot, for the last shot had cost him all.  Duke Dao, however, had grasped onto the chariot as Wu had, and he could still be alive, perhaps fighting even now.
 
   The first step that Wu took was agony and his face grimaced up in pain, his body almost toppling back to the ground.  He quickly steadied himself, his arms bracing his leg, and looked down.  There was no discernable wound and after pulling up his robes he could only see a large bruise, bright red but already turning a purplish black.  A bone could be broken, he thought, but he was able to put some weight on it, so the injury couldn’t be too severe.  Gingerly he took a step forward, and then another.  His leg sent shooting pains all throughout his body, but he gritted his teeth and carried on.  Several steps brought him to Po’s body, and from there he could see past the first line of wrecked chariots.
 
   What he saw was pure chaos.  Men bloodied from the charge were standing about, some barely managing that, and swinging away at one another with swords.  Many had trouble keeping their balance, and swayed this way and that with each swing, often staggering past their opponents when an attack missed.  The sight would have been comical had the circumstances not been so serious.  We peered about, past the dozen men fighting away at one another, but couldn’t see Dao.  Gripping his sword tightly at his side he limped out from behind the line of ruined chariots and steered his way around the men engaged in their struggles.  He managed to move quickly, his part-run part-hop movements taking him past the battling men and to the second line of chariots, a line of King Yi’s that were undamaged and with many of the horses still tied to them.  The sounds of more fighting and yelling were coming from the other side as Wu craned his head around one of the large cars.
 
   On the other side he saw men fighting, and judging from their performance, they were the men in the rear of the charge on his side and the closest to King Yi on the Yue side.  They swung at one another expertly with their swords, the ring of steel echoing out loudly.  Most likely these men had rushed up to the undamaged chariots, past men that were laying about after the initial impact, men they had suspected were dead, or else simply too bruised and battered to offer a fight.  They had obviously met the main guard of King Yi and were now battling it out.  But still there was no sight of Duke Dao.
 
   And then he heard it, a cry for help coming from the other side of the chariot.
 
   Wu limped out further and saw King Yi down on one knee, blood coming from his left side.  Duke Dao stood over him, his sword bloodied and swinging down for another strike.  Yi managed to get his own blade up in time to block the swing, and shouted out again.  Several of the Yue men battling looked over, but none of them was in a position to break off their own fight and get to their king in time.  Wu knew that it wouldn’t be long, however, before someone heard the king’s cries and came to his aid.  Dao seemed to sense it too, for his sword came back up and down again quickly, ringing against Yi’s blade as the king blocked the attack.  Yi tried to rise up, but it was obvious the wound in his side was serious.  Wu limped out from the chariot and toward Dao, hoping to get to his side in time to end the fight with the king and get him safely to one of the still-undamaged chariots and then back to their own lines.
 
   He was just a few yards from the two rulers when an arrow slammed into Dao’s back.  The force of it caused Dao’s arms to splay out in front of him, but only for a moment before he regained his balance.  Wu turned about to see an archer behind him, standing next to the same chariot he’d just come from.  The man was already nocking another arrow to his bow and would be ready to fire in moments.  Wu glanced back at Dao and saw that he was preparing another swing at Yi, despite the arrow sticking from him.  Without thinking of the risk or the pain in his leg, Wu broke into as much of a run as he could manage and charged at the archer.  The man had his bow up and was about to loose his arrow at Wu, his eyes suddenly going wide at the sight of the wounded man rushing at him, when Wu threw his sword.  The blade spun end-over-end and hit the man, striking his bow first and sending the arrow skittering to the ground.  Wu was on him in the next moment, pummeling him with his fists.  The archer fought back and Wu saw him reach for a dagger at his belt.  Wu punched him again and again and the man’s hands moved away from the dagger and to his face.  Wu reached for the dagger, pulled it free, and drove it into the man’s chest.  The man let out a guttural moan, but Wu didn’t wait to see if he was dead.  He spun about to look back at Dao and Yi, and his eyes went wide.
 
   “No!” he cried out.
 
   Dao was now the one on his knees, his sword held loosely in his hand, its point resting on the ground.  Yi was standing over him, his own sword now bloodied.  The king looked up when he heard the cry, and smiled at the sight of Wu staring back at him.  Yi grasped his sword with both hands in an overhand grip and drove the point down into Dao’s chest, pulling it out again quickly.  Dao fell to the ground face forward and didn’t move.  Yi stared back at Wu, the same smile on his face, and was about to start toward him when one of his men rushed up to him and began shouting at him while pulling him back.  Yi started to argue, his eyes still on Wu, but the man was insistent.  He pointed behind Wu, pleading with Yi, and whatever he said must have convinced him.  The king nodded, smiled one last time at Wu, and then let the man pull him away and out of sight.  Men were still fighting, but there were only a few, and the sight of Duke Dao laying face down on the ground seemed to give the Chu soldiers a boost.  They quickly dispatched the last of their opponents, a few rushing toward where King Yi had been pulled away to, others going to their fallen Duke.  Wu struggled to his feet and limped to his fallen ruler.  The other Chu soldiers had already turned him over onto his back, and his eyes were still open and peering about when Wu got to him.
 
   “Sire!” Wu said as he pushed his way past the few men staring down at their duke.
 
   “Wu,” Dao said so quietly that Wu had to bend down to within inches of his face.  “Did you see?  I had him finished, I-”
 
   Dao coughed and a bloody-red phlegm came up onto his face.  
 
   “Sire, don’t speak.”
 
   Dao struggled through the coughing fit, more blood coming up, before he was once again able to talk.
 
   “I ran him…clean through…his side….bloodied.”
 
   “I know, Sire, I saw.”  Wu had to choke back tears at the sight of Dao struggling to speak.
 
   “That…cursed archer…”
 
   “I killed him,” Wu said, and a slight smile came to Dao’s face.
 
   “And we’ll finish off Yi as well, you can be sure of that,” Wu added.
 
   “Good…good,” Dao said.
 
   His voice trailed off and his eyes went from Wu to the sky above.  His gaze locked on whatever sight he saw and stayed that way for several moments.
 
   “Sire?” Wu said, gently shaking Dao.  “Sire!”
 
   “He’s gone,” one of the men standing near said.
 
   “May Shangdi bless him,” another said.
 
   “May Shangdi bless him,” all of the men said as one.
 
   Wu reached up and ran his hand over Dao’s face, closing his eyes.  He hung his head for a moment then started to push himself back to his feet, one of the soldiers grasping his arm for support.
 
   “Help me load him into one of the undamaged chariots,” Wu said when he was standing.
 
   “They were all damaged beyond use in the charge,” one of the men said.
 
   “Then put him in one of the Yue chariots!” Wu snapped.
 
   “Yes, sir,” the man said, and four of the soldiers bent down to pick up their fallen ruler by the arms and legs.  They carried him over to one of the Yue chariots and laid him down inside the car.  One of the men pulled his robes up over his head and laid them over Dao’s body, unconcerned with his nakedness.  Wu limped behind them and climbed up into the car, careful not to step on Dao’s body, and took up the reins.
 
   “Take another chariot to the river,” Wu said to the soldiers staring up at him.  “Tell General Min what has happened.  Tell him that I’ll be heading south along the river, back to the capital.  Bring another chariot; I won’t have the Duke’s body ride into the capital aboard a chariot from the State of Yue.”
 
   The men bowed their heads as Wu stared into each of their faces, none saying a word.  Wu nodded at them and then snapped the reins, steering the two horses around the carnage of wrecked chariots and dead men and horses.  Within moments he was out of the area of battle and onto the open plain once again.  A quick glance up toward the fighting revealed that the Yue forces were in full retreat, rushing north up the plain from the direction they’d come, the Chu soldiers fast on their heels.  The battle was won, but Min was not letting the enemy escape.  He meant to finish King Yi and the State of Yue, here on the vast plain if possible, outside of the gates of Shouchun if not.  Wu doubted those plans would change once word of Dao’s death reached him; most likely it would only embolden him and the soldiers, ending the State of Yue all the quicker.  But at what price? Wu thought  Duke Dao’s death would embolden the soldiers to fight harder, but would it also embolden the Chu nobles to fight as well?  There discontent at the changes Wu had brought had been checked by Dao, but would that discontent stay in check when Dao’s son Su Xiong took power?  The nobles may well strike out against the young man as soon as word got back to Ying of the duke’s death.  The thought made Wu crack the reins all the harder, the better to get back to the capital with the Duke’s body before word did.
 
   Wu was racing along the river when he heard shouts behind him.  He turned and saw a dozen chariots several yards back and on the opposite bank.  In the lead chariot, waving frantically and shouting to get his attention, was Min.  Wu reined up and brought his chariot to a stop.  Within moments the other chariots had come to rest across the river and Min and a dozen men wasted no time walking right into and across the water.
 
   Min was the first one up the bank and he didn’t even look at Wu as he walked around the chariot and to Dao’s body.  He pulled the robes away and stared down for several moments without saying a word.  The other soldiers walked up behind him and after a minute Min pulled the robes back up over Dao’s head.
 
   “How did it happen?” Min said, turning at last to face Wu, his face tired and weary from the battle, and now full of sorrow over his dead ruler.
 
   “The Duke had the reins and led the charge himself,” Wu began.  “He slammed right into the line of chariots guarding Yi.  I was thrown from the car and lost consciousness, and when I came to Dao was nowhere in sight.  I staggered about, eventually coming upon him and Yi.  Dao was standing over the wounded king, when an arrow took him in the back.  I killed the archer, but the damage was done: King Yi finished Dao.”
 
   “And you let him get away?” Min’s eyes bore into him accusingly.
 
   “Perhaps a dozen of the men still standing went after him, the rest after we got the Duke’s body loaded into a chariot.”
 
   “I see,” Min said slowly as he turned to look back across the river.  He folded his arms in front of him and remained quiet for several moments as he thought.  “It won’t do to bring back the Duke of Chu in a Yue chariot,” he said at last, turning to face Wu once again.  “We’ll carry him across the river and you can load him into my own car.”
 
   Min walked to Dao’s body and began pulling it from the chariot, several of the soldiers coming up to help.  Within moments they had the body hoisted up over their heads and were heading into the waist-deep water.  Wu followed behind them in silence.  When they reached the opposite bank they placed the body in the chariot and Min turned to Wu.
 
   “I’ll provide you with an escort of chariots to see you to Ying.  I cannot spare these men here, but I will have others sent back this way.  They’ll catch up with you on the road.”
 
   Wu nodded.  “And you?  Are you going to chase Yi all the way to Shouchun?”
 
   “If that’s what it takes,” Min said solemnly.  “When our forces arrived from the north they slammed into Yue’s rear, taking out the majority of the archers.  The chariots continued right into the lines of infantry, cutting hundreds down before the men could reorganize themselves, and then all they could do was make an orderly retreat.  If the wound you say King Yi had is grave, then perhaps he’ll not be leading the remnants of his army for long.”
 
   “I’ll come back to Ying as quickly as I can, but not until Yue is dealt with,” Min continued.  “Su will no doubt insist upon a quick, though lavish, funeral for his father.”
 
   “Shangdi demands such,” Wu said.
 
   Min nodded.  “He does.  You’ll both understand my not being there, then?”
 
   “Come back to the capital as fast as you can,” Wu said.  “I fear for Su.  The nobles will see this as an opportunity for themselves.  We may have won the battle, and we may even defeat the State of Yue for good, but we’ve lost our duke.  Word of the Duke’s death may even reach the capital before I do, and if that’s the case many of the nobles will come rushing back.”
 
   “Handle them as best as you can, I’ll make haste in dealing with Yi.  If everything goes right he’ll not see his own capital again.”
 
   Wu nodded and he and Min clasped hands before Wu got into the chariot with Dao’s body.  He took up the reins and  Min gave a final wave from his own chariot before putting it into motion.  Within minutes he was out of view.  Once again Wu was alone with Dao’s body.  He looked down at the blood-stained brown robes covering the duke and thought of the man he had come to know so well over the past two years.  When he had met him, Dao had been more timid than anything.  Oh, he was a ruler, able to be strong when necessary, but he had lacked the decisiveness that was needed if Chu wanted to again become great.  That trait which had been lacking when they first met had been in evidence on the battlefield today, however, and it had cost Dao his life.  Hopefully his death would not be in vain, and his courage at the end would be a signal for his son on how to rule.  Wu let out a deep breath and cracked the reins across the two horses.  He had to get back to Ying, and fast.
 
    
 
   SEVENTEEN
 
   Pai Fen burst into the room, a servant close behind.
 
   “Sir, you can’t go in there,” the servant said futilely to his back.
 
   Pai rushed up to the desk, a piece of paper clutched tightly in his hand, a large smile on his face.  Dao An looked up at the face he had come to know so well over the years in the Noble’s Council and raised his hand.
 
   “It’s alright, leave us,” Dao said to his servant with a dismissive wave.
 
   It wasn’t until the servant had closed the large double doors that Pai backed away from the desk and began pacing the room excitedly.
 
   “Well, what is it that’s so important you have to barge in here like this,” Dao said, his annoyance at the sudden intrusion outweighed by his curiosity.
 
   Pai held up the paper in front of him and thrust it out to Dao.  Dao took it gingerly and carefully smoothed it out on his desk, but Pai didn’t give him the chance to read it.
 
   “Duke Dao is dead!” he cried out in joyous relief.
 
   Dao An looked up at him, his eyes narrowing, not sure if Pai was out of his senses or actually telling the truth.  He quickly scanned the paper in front of him.  It detailed the battle that had taken place on a vast plain two day’s march from the city, but it was the last words that stopped Dao short.  ‘Duke Dao was killed in a charge against King Yi,’ it said simply.
 
   “’Duke Dao was killed,’” Dao read aloud from the letter, his face screwed up in disbelief.
 
   “In a charge against King Yi, if you can believe that!” Pai said loudly and with a smile.  “Who would have thought that our timid duke, so fond of sitting in his palace on cushions and lace, could find it in himself to lead a charge in battle.”
 
   “And against King Yi of all people,” Dao said quietly, rising from his chair to peer out the window and down to the street below.  Peasants walked about with sacks of grain, baskets of produce, and animals in cages or under arms.  None were aware of the enormity of what had just taken place a two-day ride from the city.
 
   Dao turned urgently back to Pai.  “When did this arrive?  How old is the news?”
 
   “Not an hour ago,” Pai replied.  “As to how old,” he scratched at his gray mustache and beard, “that is not as easy to say.  I suspect the battle took place yesterday.  This message is from one of the smaller towns on the road leading to the plain where it took place.”
 
   “And who is the one who sent it?” Dao asked.  “How many others know?”
 
   “One of the lesser nobles that was sent out of the capital during the first wave of Wu’s exiles,” Pai answered.  “As you know, I’ve taken great pains to have a loyal network of such men, eyes and ears around the state, if you will.”
 
   “Yes.” Dao knew all about Pai’s network of eyes and ears, men’s whose allegiance ran toward Pai and his money, not to the State of Chu.
 
   “As to your other question ‘how many others know,’ that I cannot be certain of.  You know quickly news can spread when nobles begin to talk.  Thankfully it’s confined to the countryside for now.”
 
   “We’d best find out, and fast,” Dao said.  “If this battle took place yesterday then the Duke’s body will be arriving at the head of the army tomorrow.”
 
   Dao began rustling through papers on his desk, overturning an inkpot in the process, before he looked up to see Pai staring at him with that smile so many found ingratiating but which Dao now only found annoying.
 
   “What aren’t you telling me?” Dao said quickly.
 
   “The Duke’s body will not be coming back into the city at the head of the army,” Pai laughed.  “It will be coming back with an escort of but a dozen chariots.”
 
   “A dozen chariots?” Dao’s confusion must have been plain, for Pai pulled out one of the chairs and sat down across from the desk.
 
   “General Min has gone in pursuit of King Yi’s army.  It’s said that the King suffered a grievous injury during the battle, by Duke Dao’s own hand.”  Pai’s smile got larger as he spoke, and his eyes gleamed when he came to the last.  “It’s also said that Wu Qi drives the chariot that holds the duke’s body.”
 
   “No!” Dao said, falling back into his own chair.  “Shangdi be praised!”
 
   “Shangdi be praised!” Pai echoed, rising from his chair with a laugh and few quick hops about the room.
 
   Dao leaned back in his chair.  The army would not be back in time for the funeral, not if they were going off to finish King Yi.  They might even have to go all the way to Shouchun; perhaps even engage in a lengthy siege.  Tradition dictated that the Duke be given a funeral within two days of his death, and that would be tomorrow.
 
   “There will be no protection for Wu Qi when he arrives,” Dao said.  
 
   “Few soldiers remain in the city,” Pai agreed.  “Now is our time to act.”
 
   “Wu Qi is not a stupid man.  He’ll suspect some kind of plot against him.”
 
   “Let him jump at shadows,” Pai said.  “We control the city, there’s no way he can stop us.”
 
   “And what of the Duke’s son?  Su will be Duke in his own right now.”
 
   “He is a young man, and even more pliable than his father was.  He will go along with whatever we want, he has to.”
 
   “You sound quite sure of yourself.”
 
   Pai sat back down across from Dao.  “Nobles across the country are already receiving the news from their own contacts.  Many are already returning from the nearest cities.  By this time tomorrow a hundred of them will be in attendance for the funeral.  They’ll bring their men with them, men trained as soldiers; men who serve us, not Su.”  Pai folded his hands in front of his face and peered over them at Dao.  “Perhaps it’s time for a new ruler of Chu, one not of the Xiong line.”
 
   “That is a dangerous route to take, and one that not all the nobles will be so quick to follow.”
 
   “Many will follow it if it means they can return to the capital.  If it’s Fei Lin that you’re worried about, don’t be; he’s already agreed to whatever course I deem prudent,” Pai said.
 
   “You spoke to him before coming to me?” Dao said, perturbed.
 
   “I knew that you would go along with me, I didn’t know if Fei would.  It seemed wise to find out where he stood before we put a plan into place.”
 
   “You should have come to me first,” Dao said.
 
   Pai waved the words away.  “It is done, Fei is with us.”
 
   Dao rose once again and went to the window.  He looked down on the people going about their business, oblivious to the plots hatching around them.
 
   “And what is this plan?” Dao asked.  Even without taking his eyes from the window he knew that Pai was smiling.
 
    
 
   EIGHTEEN
 
   Wu was met by fifty chariots when he was still an hour outside Anyi.  Word had obviously gotten back to the capital about the duke’s death, something he had hoped wouldn’t have happened.  It had been a foolish hope, he had known that the moment it entered his head, but he had hoped it nonetheless.  The men were wearing white robes, funeral garb, and in the lead chariot rode Su Xiong, the man who would soon be the new Duke of Chu.  The long white sleeves of his robes billowed in the wind and his long black hair flew behind him, untied.  The young man, Wu still had trouble not thinking of him as still a boy, was clean shaven, and even from a distance of several dozen yards Wu could make out the piercing black eyes that looked so commanding, but which merely hid his timidity.
 
   Wu raised one arm up as he tugged on the reins with the other, a signal for the chariots behind him to slow to a stop.  Su Xiong did the same at the head of his column, but kept his own chariot moving until it came up alongside Wu.
 
   “Wu Qi,” Su said as he handed his reins to the soldier next to him and hopped down from the chariot, “thank you for making haste from the battlefield.”
 
   “It was the least I could do, Sire,” Wu said honestly.
 
   Su walked around to the back of Wu’s chariot just as Wu jumped down.  “I’m not your Duke yet, not until we have the funeral for my father.”
 
   Wu nodded, but Su didn’t see; his eyes were fastened on the covered body on the floor of the chariot’s car.  He stared at it for several moments as if getting up his courage to have a look, then finally stepped forward and threw off the brown robes, now more covered in dust than blood.  Duke Dao’s body had become quite pale over the past day, but the dry and crusted blood that covered his chest and side made it clear how he had died.
 
   “I hear that he died fighting King Yi, and almost had him too, until an archer interfered.”
 
   “He had the King on his knees,” Wu confirmed.  “I killed the archer myself, but not until he had already put an arrow in your father’s back.”
 
   “And my father ordered the charge?” Su asked as he replaced the robes over his father’s face.  “He was never one known for his courage and daring.”
 
   “It was his idea and there was no talking him out of it; I tried,” Wu replied.
 
   “If he only would have waited another hour the northern force would have arrived,” Su said more to himself than to Wu.
 
   Wu nodded again, surprised by how much the events of the battle had already filtered back to the capital.  Wu had raced back well into the night, stopping only when it became impossible to see, and then starting again well before the sun was up.  How had news traveled so fast?  Someone in the army must have sent off a bird to Su, he thought.  And if a bird could have gone to the duke’s heir, how many had been sent to his enemies?  What did the nobles know, and what were they planning on doing next?  Wu left the questions unsaid and inquired about the funeral instead.
 
   “We’ll head straight to the temple” Su said.  “Arrangements are in place and hundreds are already awaiting us there.  The news of my father’s death came as quite a shock to most, so we can expect thousands to line the route to the temple.  They were already gathering when we left.”  Su raised his arm up and waved back at his column of men.  Several jumped down from their chariots and rushed toward him.
 
   “Hundreds?” Wu asked, surprised that so many would already be in the large temple to Shangdi.  “Is that safe?”
 
   Su’s brows knitted as he looked at Wu.  “Why wouldn’t it be?  What harm could come at a funeral for my father?”
 
   The boy’s as naïve as he is young, Wu thought as the soldiers arrived and began lifting up Dao’s body.  “The Nobles, Sire.  Surely some of them view this time, when the old duke is dead and the new one yet to be proclaimed, as the perfect opportunity to end the Xiong line for good.  Such an act would throw the city into chaos, and a strong noble, Pai Fen or Dao An for example, would welcome such as an excuse to seize power.”
 
   “It’s funny that you should mention those two, Wu, for it was both of them together that brought me the news of the battle.”  Su clasped his hands behind his back and followed the soldiers carrying his father’s body toward his own chariot.  The soldiers gently placed the body on the floor of the chariot then rushed back to their own cars. Su turned again to face Wu when they were gone.  “I would have expected my father’s generals to send word of the battle, and my father’s death, as quickly as possible.  Instead that word was sent through others, and to the nobles, not the duke’s son.”
 
   “General Min and I both thought that secrecy would be the best course to take,” Wu explained.  “Both of us fear what the nobles are capable of, especially those two.”  Wu reached out and grabbed Su’s arm.  “I beg you, Sire, send word back for the temple to be cleared.  Let us have a small and private funeral.”
 
   Su looked down at Wu’s hand on his arm and then into Wu’s eyes.  Wu frowned and pulled his hand back before Su climbed back into his chariot.  “The enemy you should fear is defeated and running back to Shouchun as we speak,” Su said as he took the reins from the soldier next to him.  “The Nobles of Chu mean us no harm.”
 
   Su cracked his reins lightly and steered the horses around Wu’s chariot so they were facing back toward the city.  He stopped once again to look down on Wu.  
 
   “You’ve done much good for Chu, but you’ve also made many enemies along the way.  My rule will not be like my father’s, and I fear I’ve no need of a castoff from the Wei Army any longer.  Your ideas have caused strife in the state and done more harm than good.  We were nearly crushed on those plains, proving that your military prowess is no more.  You’re free to attend the funeral, then free to do as you please.”
 
   Su cracked the reins and his chariot lurched into motion.  Wu stood in the faint cloud of dust thrown up and watched the next Duke of Chu ride back along the road from whence he came, his chariots falling into line behind him.
 
   Wu watched him go, the chariots that had followed him from the battle also following Su back into the city.
 
   What did he mean by ‘my rule will not be like my father’s? Wu thought as he watched the column of chariots disappear into their cloud of dust.  Sure, Duke Dao hadn’t been the most actionable of rulers, but he’d proven his valor at the end.  And more importantly, Wu knew, he had accepted new and radical ideas.  Dao had known that his state was falling further and further behind, and he took action to remedy the situation.  The fact that those actions just happened to be spurred by someone from the State of Qi shouldn’t have had much bearing.  
 
   But perhaps it did, after all, Wu thought.  The nobles wanted him dead, Min was certain of it and Wu was himself now.  Duke Dao had never been close to the nobles, knowing them for what they were: a true drain on the state.  Was Su different?  Had he somehow developed a cozy relationship with the nobles over the past two years?  Wu hadn’t spent too much time around Su, but he did sense him to be even more timid than his father had been at times.  Was he now making up for that timidity with the power of the nobles backing him up?  Or was he blindly setting himself up for a tragedy?
 
   Wu hopped back into his chariot and charged toward the city.  If he was in danger, Su was even more so.
 
    
 
   NINETEEN
 
   The Temple of Shangdi was filled to overflowing.  A sea of white it seemed the temple was as nobles, soldiers, and citizens alike crammed themselves into every available space, and still more jostled to come in.  The temple rose up and out from a large circular floor, three levels of tiers and balconies full of seats where people could come to watch and pray and mourn.  The balconies were filled, but the floor was not.  The dark marble stones shone brightly and reflected the fluttering flames of the numerous torches burning on wall sconces from all three levels.  The city guard were decked out in white for the occasion, each holding a large dagger-axe on poles that stretched higher than they did.  Together they’d created a circle around the large central dais where Duke Dao’s body was to lay and all the way to the large double-door entrance.  The dais was empty, and all in attendance looked eagerly toward the doors, waiting.
 
   “It shouldn’t be much longer now,” Pai Fen said to Dao An on his left.  “Su Xiong has already entered the city.”
 
   “And Wu Qi?” Dao asked.
 
   “Following behind Su.  Both should be here.”
 
   “Let us hope so,” Fei Lin said.  The Daoist had traded his simple brown robes for even simpler white for the occasion.  “Your plan will be for naught otherwise.”
 
   “He’ll be here,” Pai said.
 
   The Hall was filled with the quite hum of hushed conversation.  Nobles made up a large portion of the crowd, but not as large as they once would have before Wu Qi’s reforms sent most of them from the capital.  Still, many had made the journey once they had learned of their duke’s death, and they numbered near two hundred.  An even larger group was the various bureaucrats of the city.  Two days of mourning had been declared once word had gotten back of the battle, and all government offices had been closed.  Many came to pay their respects to the man they had once worked for, but more had come thinking their attendance would further their advancement in whichever department they served.  By far the largest group, however, were common citizens and peasants.  Only those wearing white had been allowed into the Hall, but the common people had never been known for their cleanliness; their robes were more often faded and even stained, giving the shifting sea of people on the lower level and ground floor a motley appearance of spoiled milk and even worse.  Still, none could doubt their devotion, and of the hundreds in the Hall, only they had eyes stained with tears.  
 
   For every one person in attendance in the Hall there were five people clamoring outside.  The streets around the temple teemed with people, most from the cities, but many from the surrounding towns and villages.  Hundreds had begun lining the funeral route the day before, their only hope being to catch a glimpse of their fallen ruler’s body as it entered the temple.  Their voices were loud, and even the thick wooden walls of the temple could not keep the sounds at bay.
 
   Those sounds suddenly stopped, a palpable thing that all inside noticed at once, and which could only mean one thing: Duke Dao had arrived.  Several minutes of tense silence followed as all conversations ceased.  All in the Hall peered down anxiously at the Temple’s entrance.  
 
   Suddenly the doors were thrown open, and all within could see that it had started raining outside, something none of them had noticed over the hum within and cacophony without.  The white-robed city guards lifted and then slammed the butts of their dagger-axes onto the marble floor, once, twice, then three times, the sound deafening in the cavernous temple, and the silence that followed even more so.
 
   “It begins,” Pai whispered to the two men beside him.
 
    
 
   TWENTY
 
   Wu was thankful that the long line of chariots had separated into two columns before they came to a stop, leaving the street empty between them.  He cracked the reins to give his horses and extra burst of speed and was soon rushing between them; the dozen chariots that had ridden with him from the battlefield still close behind.  Ahead loomed the large three-tiered Temple of Shangdi, one of the tallest structures in that area of the city.  Wu had walked by it many times, even stopping to gaze up at it in thought for hours at a time when he had first arrived in the city, but on this day he gave it’s beauty little thought.  Inside hundreds waited to mourn their ruler, but he knew that several might have different ideas. 
 
   He reached the end of the line of chariots and pulled to a stop still several dozen yards from the temple.  Su Xiong’s chariot had stopped close to the doors and he could see several soldiers and Su himself lifting Duke Dao’s body up out of the chariot and onto a white-draped carrying platform.  Su took the lead position and he and five other men hoisted the platform up onto their shoulders and disappeared inside the temple.  Wu handed the reins to the soldier next to him and hopped off of the chariot.  He glanced down at his sword laying on the floor of the car, but shook his head.  It would be out of place to bring a weapon into the temple, even if some were already there in his enemy’s hands.  Several of the soldiers that had accompanied him from the battlefield fell in behind him and he nodded back at them as he walked toward the Temple entrance.  They represented the men that had fought and died with Duke Dao; they deserved a place at the funeral.
 
   No one tried to stop them as they made their way toward the doors.  White-clad city guards held back the crowd, although most of the citizens and peasants in attendance just looked on with blank faces and tears in their eyes.  They had gotten their glimpse of their ruler’s body, but still they remained.  
 
   As Wu stepped through the large double-doors he was struck by the sheer amount of people within.  Hundreds filled the floor; common peasants all dressed in their best and cleanest white robes, while the balconies above held bureaucrats and nobles.  The central floor was bare, however, a long line of city guards holding the people at bay, their dagger-axes reflecting the torchlight.
 
   Ahead of him Su Xiong and the five other men were already laying Duke Dao’s body onto the large central dais.  The soldiers backed away when the body was down, but Su remained standing next to his father.  He began reaching into his robes for something that Wu couldn’t’ see.
 
   Suddenly a crossbow quarrel struck the duke’s lifeless body.  A few gasps came from the crowd, but most hadn’t noticed, although Su did.  He took a step back just as another bolt came down right where he had been standing.  It clattered harmlessly off the marble floor.  Many more took notice of that second bolt, and the crowded Hall erupted.  The peasants on the ground level rushed the white-clad guards in their eagerness to get to the doors, and the guards could do little to hold them back.  On the higher levels, too, men stood up and began rushing toward the stairs that would take them down to the sole exit from the temple.  All the while more and more crossbow bolts rained down.
 
   Wu charged toward the central dais, his eyes drawn upward into the higher levels, but he could see no one with a crossbow at hand.  No doubt whoever it was had gone to great pains to conceal their weapons, but the amount of bolts raining down indicated that there had to be at least a dozen attackers.
 
   Su’s soldiers had rushed back to the dais after the first few bolts and they did their best to shield him.  It would be nearly impossible to get him out of the temple with the frightened crowd rushing the doors.  All they could do was sit and wait.  None of them had bows or crossbows of their own, not even swords; they were helpless to make any kind of counterattack, even if they knew who it was that was attacking.
 
   Wu punched and kicked and threw peasants out of the way in his rush to get to the dais.  Thankfully the doors to the temple were tall and wide and already the floor was emptying.  Most of the city guards around him had stopped trying to corral the peasants and instead began rushing toward the two staircases that led up opposite sides of the temple walls to the levels above.  Men were rushing down those same stairs, however, and Wu knew that it would be several more minutes before any of them reached the second level, and several minutes more before the third, where most of the attacks were probably coming from.  
 
   The crossbow bolts continued to rain down and Wu saw several of them sprouting from Dao’s lifeless body.  Several more were sticking from the guards covering Su.  At least one of the men that had rushed to protect the next duke was already lying on the floor dead.  When Wu finally arrived at the dais, several more looked like they would quickly join him.
 
   “Sire!” Wu called out.  “Sire, we have to close the doors!”
 
   “What!” Su’s desperate voice cried out from under three of his guards.  “Close the doors?  We have to get out the doors.”
 
   “Sire, if we close the doors then the attackers will be trapped inside.  We’ll know who did this.”
 
   “Get me to the doors!” Su yelled in response.
 
   “We can close the doors once the heir is safe,” one of the guards said to Wu in a calmer voice.
 
   Wu nodded.  “To the doors then.”
 
   The guards rose from the floor and huddled around Su.  One man quickly went down with two crossbow bolts in his back, and Wu jumped to take up his spot.  They were moving quickly toward the doors, but the bolts continued to rain down.  Another guard was struck, once, then twice, and then he was down.  They had only gone a few more steps when another suffered the same fate.  Only three guards and Wu remained and they still had two dozen yards to go before they reached the doors.  
 
   “We’re almost there, we-”
 
   Wu was cut off as a crossbow bolt slammed into the small of his back.  He wrenched his arm back to pull it out when another struck him between the shoulders.  He gritted his teeth in pain.  Only a few more yards, he thought as his vision began to cloud.  Then another bolt took him in the leg and he was somehow on his stomach on the floor.  The guards left him there, the two that remained around Su, as they wrestled the next Duke of Chu toward the doors.  Wu smiled slightly as he saw them reach the doors, and then he heard footsteps near his head.  He tried to turn and look but another sharp pain erupted from his back and everything went black.
 
    
 
   TWENTY-ONE
 
   Pai Fen rushed down the stairs, taking them two at a time when he could, pushing and shoving those in his way when he couldn’t.  Already he was down to the first level and had but one flight remaining before he was on the ground floor.  Behind him Dao An and Fei Lin cursed as they shoved past men trying to fill into the gap left in Pai’s wake, so fast was he moving.
 
   Already several of the guards around Su were down, but several more remained, and now Wu Qi was at the dais.  He was gesturing frantically toward the doors, and a few moments later the guards and Su were on their feet and moving away from the unprotected and toward the safety of the doors.
 
   Pai frowned and pushed a peasant out of his way.  He had only to get down a few more stairs and he’d be on the floor.  But would his crossbow men have finished their task by then?  Wu Qi was still alive, as was Su.  If it was guards he had wanted killed he could have done so with a much lower risk and cost.  As he watched Wu Qi and the guards shuffle closer to the doors he realized that if he wanted things done right he would have to do them himself.
 
   He jumped down the last few stairs, knocking a peasant to the ground in front of him, and looked up just in time to see Wu Qi take a bolt in the back.  Another quickly followed, but still the man pushed on.  
 
   He’s determined, I’ll give him that much, Pai thought as he watched the man struggle to continue.  He rushed out onto the floor just as another bolt struck Wu, this time in the leg.  That was it, the man went down.  Bolts continued to rain down on the other two guards and Su, but none were finding their mark, and Pai didn’t think they would.  Only a few yards separated them from the door, and unless some miracle happened they would escape.  The same couldn’t be said for Wu Qi, however.  Pai stepped up to the man and pulled a dagger from inside his robes.  Wu tried to turn his head at the sound of him, but Pai didn’t give him the chance.  With one quick thrust he drove the dagger down into Wu’s back and saw his body shudder, then go still.  
 
   Now, if I can just get to Su, he thought.  He pulled the dagger free and wiped it on Wu’s robes.  But it was too late, he saw; Su was already out of the temple and wet from the pouring rain.  There would be other opportunities, Pai thought as he put the dagger back into his robes and rushed to the doors.
 
   “Sire, Sire,” he called as he came out into the rain.  “Are you hurt?”
 
   Su looked up at him as he came out and shook his head, still dazed.  “I’m unharmed.”
 
   “Oh, praise Shangdi!” Pai shouted.  “When I saw Wu go down behind you I wasn’t sure you were alright.”
 
   Su’s brows knitted and he looked about him.  “Wu is not here?”
 
   “He was struck several times and went down,” one of the remaining guards said.
 
   Su looked thoughtful for a few moments, then looked back up at the temple, his eyes going up its circular walls all they way to the crenellations on top.
 
   “How many remain inside?” he asked finally.
 
   “Many of the guards that rushed up to the higher levels have already been shot down,” one of the city guards that had been near the door when they got outside replied.  “People are still swarming out of there; any of them could be one of the attackers.”
 
   “Close the doors immediately,” Su said.  
 
   “Sire, is that wise?”  Pai asked, too quickly he immediately realized.
 
   Su looked him up and down, his look cold and uncompromising, and Pai felt a ball of fear lodge in his throat.  
 
   “Was it wise to call this attack?” Su asked.
 
   Pai had no trouble looking surprised.  How could he know?  
 
   “What do you mean, Sire?”
 
   Su put his arm to Pai’s back and began guiding him back toward the doors of the temple.  “Was it me or Wu that you were after, Pai?  Or did you think to take us both?  You very nearly succeeded.”
 
   “Sire, you are mistaken, I would never do anything to hurt you, never dream of hurting you.”
 
   “I bet it came as quite a disappointment when you learned the General Min would not be here as well, didn’t it?”  Su’s voice was iron.
 
   They had reached the doors and stood before them, the flood of people trying to escape temporarily stopped by four large guards, their dagger axes blocking the way.  Pai looked nervously within while Su looked hard at Pai.
 
   “Why?” Su asked.  “And tell it true, Pai.  Wu warned me of you on the road, but I didn’t listen.  Why?”
 
   “Sire, I never-”
 
   Pai wasn’t given a chance to finish.  Su reached into his robes and pulled a dagger out in one swift motion, slamming it into Pai’s chest with another.  Pai reeled back, surprise on his face, then fell into the doorway, his eyes wide and lifeless.  Su kicked his body clear of the doors just as Dao An and Fei Lin rushed to them.
 
   “Sire,” they both said as they looked from him to Pai’s body.
 
   “Are you alright, Sire?” Dao asked.
 
   Su looked at the two men hard before speaking.  “How many nobles remain within?”
 
   “More than a hundred,” Fei said.  “They were all on the third level, the same as where the attacks were coming from.  Many are still up there trying to get down.”
 
   Su nodded then turned back to his guards, dozens more of whom now stood at his back.  “Burn it.”
 
   The guards nodded and several rushed away to gather torches and pitch.
 
   “Sire, you cannot, there are still nobles in there,” Dao argued.
 
   “I know,” Su replied, “and so are you.”
 
   He pushed the two men back through the doorway and several of his guards slammed the doors shut.
 
   “Burn it.” Su said again as he walked back through his guards, the rain falling all about him.  “Burn them all.”
 
    
 
   HISTORICAL NOTE
 
                 The Warring States period was a time of much bloodshed and barbarity.  It might seem a bit much to have Su Xiong order all the nobles in the temple burned, and that would be correct.  That was my own addition to events which actually took place.
 
                 Duke Dao was the ruler of the State of Chu, and his son was named Su.  However, Dao was not a duke, but a king.  I changed the titles myself because many other states had kings and it became difficult to keep track of them all, as you might have seen in the first book of the series.
 
                 Duke Dao did die, just not in battle.  He ruled for twenty-one years and died in 381 BC.  Duke Dao was given a funeral in the capital, and nobles did plot to assassinate him, although they weren’t Pai Fen and Dao An, who are two characters from my own imagination.  I tried to put what I thought all the plotting and corrupt nobles were like into those two characters.  Fei Lin gets it in the end as well because he represents the Daoist influence.  It was true that they cried out against the warring actions of the state which came about through Wu Qi’s policy changes.
 
                 Those nobles got their wish and had bowmen in place at the funeral.  Wu Qi was quick and managed to spot them.  He rushed toward King Dao’s body and was killed in a rain of arrows.  Many struck the dead duke, which greatly angered his son, who then ordered all of the nobles involved in the plot to be executed, as well as their families.
 
                 Wu Qi was indeed a real general who lived during the Warring States period.  He was actually not from the State of Qi, but the State of Wey, one of the smaller states.  He did serve in the Wei Army and was appointed to rule over Xihe, the area between the Luo and Yellow Rivers that the state had recently fought and won from the State of Qin.  He also was forced into exile by the ruler of the State of Wei, which was led by Marquis Wu.  The two men had developed a bad relationship somehow, although the reasons for this are unclear.  The story of Meilin, the woman they both loved, is my own.  There were rumors at the time, however, that Wu Qi did marry a noble’s daughter.  The story then goes that he had her killed to make the ruler of the small State of Lu happy, which he was serving at the time.
 
                 After being exiled from the State of Wei, Wu Qi did make his way south to the State of Chu where Duke Dao did appoint him Prime Minister in 389 BC.  He carried out all of the reforms in this book, as well as others.  They changed the way the State of Chu operated and put it back into a powerful position.  The nobles hated it, and they killed him for it.
 
                 Here are a few more interesting historical tidbits:
 
                 The State of Chu and the State of Yue met on the battlefield in 402 BC, but it wouldn’t be until much later, in 334 BC, that the state was defeated by Chu outright.  
 
                 Wu was a very common name.  Besides Wu Qi and Wu Wei there is also the Wu River and cities named Wu.  In fact, the State of Yue’s capital was called Wu.
 
                 The Jiang River was the early name given to the Yangtze River.  It was used by pre-imperial people and it wasn’t until the 13th century that it got its current name.  Poet Wen Tianxiang named it in his poem Yangzi Jian for the first time.
 
                 Dagger-axes were a very common weapon during the Warring States period.  Infantry used the 9 to 18 foot weapon to kill, maim, and even unseat drivers from their chariots.  It was really nothing more than a thrusting-type spear with a large blade attached to the top, a blade that was designed for beheading.  Soldiers would thrust out their spear at the onrushing enemy and then, when the soldiers had jumped out of the way, they’d jerk the weapon backwards, pulling them in with the scythe-like blade.
 
                 There are no doubt a lot more fascinating things about the period, but many are lost to us.  After all, the events in this book took place in the late 5th century BC, or nearly 2,500 years ago.  It’s much easer to recreate through a novel than it is to record through history.
 
                 I hope you’ve enjoyed Book 2 of the Warring States Series.  Book 3, The State of Qin is available!
 
    
 
   The State of Qin: The Warring States Book 3
 
    
 
   ONE
 
    
 
   Wei Yang slowly worked the rag over the bristles of his brush, his eyes scanning up from time to time to the fat merchant standing on the other side of the table. He found one of the last remaining clean spots on the dirty rag and began working it in between the bristles, gently coaxing the ink off for another few moments. He then held it up before his face. His jaw worked from side to side as he studied the implement that had done so much for him over the years. Satisfied that it was as clean as it was like to be just now, he put it back into its spot among his other brushes and ink in the small black writing case at his side.
 
   “I think you’ll find that everything is in order,” Wei said as he pushed the chair back and stood up from the table.
 
   The merchant grunted, not taking his eyes from the thin parchment, eyes that were screwed up tightly and peering down at the paper as if there was some hidden meaning there. For the man most likely there was, Wei knew, for although he had assured Wei that he could read, writing being his problem, Wei had doubted how well he could read. Looking at the man now Wei wondered if he could at all.
 
   “Ahem.”
 
   Wei’s cough seemed to get the man’s attention, for he took his eyes off the paper and looked up.
 
   “Yes, I think this’ll do just fine,” the merchant said, his eyes on the paper once more. “You did include the bit about the amount owed if delivery isn’t made on time?”
 
   “It’s right there at the top, under the amount owed,” Wei replied coolly. He had already adjusted the document once based upon the merchants demands, and was then forced to start over completely when he’d had to adjust them yet again. A job that should’ve taken no more than an hour had taken three, and it was now well past dark. All Wei wanted was to collect his pay and find the nearest inn.
 
   The man finally put the paper down on the table, folded his hands in front of him, and then looked up at Wei. 
 
   “Well, it was five bu that we agreed upon, wasn’t it?” The man began fumbling about in a deep pocket of his robes.
 
   “Five bu for a single document,” Wei said quickly as the man still searched, “You required three.”
 
   “Now, wait a minute,” the merchant bellowed, his search for the coins suddenly halted, “it was one document that I asked for, and one that you gave me.”
 
   “You have three documents, as you can plainly see,” Wei said, motioning toward the two discarded papers lying on the far side of the desk. “One was nearly complete when you requested changes, changes that couldn’t be made any other way than by starting over completely. Paper and ink aren’t cheap, you know, and I can’t simply dismiss their waste. One document you requested, but it was three you required.”
 
   The merchant pulled his hand from his pocket and reached for the other two documents, bringing them up close to his face.
 
   “The one is nearly complete, and I’m sure that you can find a use for it, perhaps even having it recopied at a much cheaper price than what I charge,” Wei said to placate the man.
 
   The merchant put the two documents down on the table and looked up again at Wei. “I will pay you for two of the documents, then, ten bu. The other, as you yourself admit, is of no use to me.”
 
   “Three documents, fifteen bu,” Wei said.
 
   The merchant rose from the table, his massive bulk nearly blocking out the light of the few candles burning behind him, and reached into his pocket once again. This time he seemed to remember where his coins lay, for his hand was out again in seconds and flipping toward the table. Several spade-shaped coins fell and clattered along the tabletop, the shiny bronze glinting in the candlelight.
 
   “You’ll have ten,” the merchant said gruffly, “and be thankful for that much. You may have been recommended as the best, but five bu for one paper is robbery.”
 
   Wei said nothing as he bent over the table and gathered together the ten coins, quickly putting them into a deep pocket of his robes. He’d heard the same from many merchants before and wasn’t surprised to hear it again now. Most refused to pay anything over the initial five bu cost, even if numerous papers and pots of ink were required to meet their demands; Wei was slightly surprised this man had agreed to give him the extra amount. 
 
   “If you’re ever in need of another document…” 
 
   “I won’t be,” the merchant cut-in quickly, his arm raised to show Wei toward the door.
 
   Wei gave a slight smile, put his writing case under his arm, nodded, and made his way to the door. A servant was waiting in the long hallway and showed Wei to the front of the large residence that the merchant called home. The man opened and held the door for Wei, and all at once Wei was back out on the street, free once again to do what he liked, exactly as he had been for the past five years.
 
   What he wanted to do at the moment was get a good meal and a warm bed. It was much colder now than when Wei had gone into the merchant’s house several hours before. He pulled his robes tight and began walking toward the business district of the city, hoping that the long walk from the large residential area would at least warm him in the chill night.
 
   After several minutes the large tree-lined streets, nearly empty of people this late in the evening, began to give way to the narrower and more-crowded sections of the city. The area made up of first floor shops and second-story homes for the vast majority of common citizens who called Yong home. It bustled with activity during the day, but at this time of night it was dead. 
 
   Wei glanced around at the small shops selling food, clothing, and other goods, and the myriad trade shops nestled in amongst them. They were small, family affairs mainly, and small in comparison to what he would find in the other states’ capitals. But then Yong wasn’t a typical capital; it was in the State of Qin. By far the weakest of the Seven States, Qin didn’t even deserve to be considered as one of the Seven if you listened to most anyone who didn’t call it home, and even a few who did.
 
   But Qin was also a lot more than just the weakest. In the time that Wei had spent there during his years of traveling he’d come to recognize the state as being the poorest, the dirtiest, the smelliest, the most dangerous, and, even though it was not the most northern of the Seven, the coldest. 
 
   That cold was seeping into Wei despite the brisk pace he’d set for himself, and he pulled his robes even tighter. Despite not having spent much time in the city he knew the streets well enough, and a few more twists and turns down the larger avenue brought him to a small street and the destination he had been seeking, a small wooden sign swaying lightly in the chill breeze, a mug of ale and a brush etched into it. 
 
   The Tankard and Quill it was called, and attracted a more educated sort of clientele, certainly quieter than what would be found just a few streets over near the gates, and it was the only place that Wei stayed in when he was in the capital. He pulled the heavy wooden door open and was happy to feel the inside’s warmth rush out at him. He stepped in and quickly pulled the door shut behind him, not wanting anymore of the cherished heat to escape. He made a brief scan of the room and selected an empty table against the wall and near the fire, and no sooner than he’d sat down than a serving woman was by his side.
 
   “Tea, as hot as you can make it, and whatever it is you’re serving for dinner tonight,” Wei said to her as he settled his writing case on the table.
 
   “Rice and vegetables is all we’ve got this late,” the woman said as she set a cup and teapot down on the table. “Pork all ran out an hour ago.”
 
   “That’ll be fine,” Wei said as he looked up at her. “I hope the rooms haven’t run out as well.”
 
   “No, we’ve plenty of those still. Will you be needing one?”
 
   “I will,” Wei replied with a smile.
 
   The woman nodded, her face looking as if it hadn’t changed expression in years, and walked back toward the kitchen.
 
   Wei put his hands around the tea and grasped the cup tightly, happy for the warmth that it imparted to his cold hands. He blew onto it, the steam moving momentarily, and took a soothing sip. One thing that could be said for Qin at least, they still knew how to make a good cup of tea.
 
   Keeping the cup nestled in his hands, Wei took a better look around the room. There were a few tables with only a single occupant like himself, each of the men busy writing. One table held three men in light-brown peasant robes, each eating their dinners of rice and vegetables, and perhaps even a sliver or two of pork. But it was the last two tables, four men seated at each, which quickly drew Wei’s attention. Confucians, Wei could tell right off, and it wasn’t so much because of their grey robes that so marked the adherents to that school of thought. Their loud and boisterous conversation was peppered with words that only a Confucian would throw about so often and with such force. 
 
   Honesty, loyalty, humanity, righteousness, integrity, and filial piety; Wei heard them all coming from the two tables, and in span of only a few minutes. Obviously the men were feeling good, the wine they were throwing back by the flagon no doubt helping; it certainly was putting them into the mood to pontificate. What might have begun as a discourse amongst themselves was now more of an impromptu and drunken speech directed at the entire establishment, even those that were trying to get some rest in the rooms above.
 
   “A ruler must show humanity to his people, for it is the only way that the people will love him,” one man said between sips of wine.
 
   “But it is not solely the duty of the people to love him first,” one of his companions quickly added, standing from the table. “Loyalty must first go to one’s family, and then to one’s spouse. Only then can it be directed toward one’s ruler, and finally toward one’s friends.”
 
   “And if the ruler does not show humanity then it is the duty of the people to withhold their loyalty,” the first man declared proudly, throwing back the last of his wine to make his point.
 
   “And for Shangdi to withhold the Mandate of Heaven,” another man added.
 
   “So true, so true,” the first man said as he filled his cup once again. “And that is exactly what Su Xiong should realize. By instituting the Legalist reforms of the outcast general Wu Qi, Duke Dao brought down Shangdi’s disfavor upon him and the State of Chu.”
 
   Wei couldn’t take it anymore. “Could it not be argued that General Wu’s reforms in fact lifted up the vast majority of the peasants and gave them a better life, one they never could have had if those reforms were not made?”
 
   The man that was speaking halted his cup midway to his mouth and stared out into the room.
 
   “Who said that?” he said, his eyes blearily scanning into the pall of smoke from the fire and kitchens.
 
   “That one over there against the wall by himself,” a man seated next to the drunken orator said, pointing toward Wei.
 
   Why did I say that? Wei thought to himself as the man shambled out from the table and started toward him. Why did I have to argue with a Confucian? It never amounts to anything but dry throats and headaches.
 
   “You there,” the man said, who Wei was beginning to think of as the Orator. His wine was sloshing from his cup as he made his way toward Wei’s table, staining the grey fringes of his robes. “What was that you said?”
 
   “I said that perhaps the reforms in Chu did more for the people than you realize,” Wei said, his eyes locked on his cup of tea.
 
   “The reforms did…”
 
   The Orator trailed off as a large smile came to his face and he turned around to face his companions.
 
   “A Legalist, boys!” he shouted. “We’ve got a Legalist here among us tonight.”
 
   The man turned back to face Wei, a large smile on his face, and Wei turned his head up to face him, his face stony and cold.
 
   “I came looking for a hot meal and a warm bed, not a discussion on principles, and certainly not an argument over whose school is right,” Wei said firmly.
 
   “Oh, did you hear that, boys?” the Orator shouted back over his shoulder. “He doesn’t want a discussion, only a warm bed.”
 
   “Then why did he speak up?” another man said as he and a few others rose from the table and headed toward their companion and Wei.
 
   Wei groaned inwardly, realizing that it was now going to be a long night. Confucians and Legalists had never gotten along, mainly because the two schools of thought were so diametrically opposed to one another. While Confucians prattled on and on about virtue and humanity and what the world should be like, Legalists actually turned words into actions, making changes that had real effects, effects which often angered Confucians, either because those plans often went against their own ideals or, most suspected, because they actually worked. 
 
   “I’ll tell you why he spoke up,” the Orator said, “because he’s right and we’re wrong.” The man stared down at Wei with a mocking grin that turned Wei’s stomach. 
 
   Unlike most Confucians, many of whom Wei had run into during his travels and talked at length with quite civilly, this man was bent on argument. Just the sight of him made Wei cringe, not from any fear, but from sheer revulsion. The man was nearly as large as the merchant that Wei had just finished working for, although the Orator’s appearance wasn’t anywhere near as lavish. His grey robes were stained up and down with wine, many of the stains looking to have been from previous nights in similar inns and taverns. His beard and mustache were thick and bushy and hairs sprouted every which way, while Wei could tell that his hair, even tied back in a long queue, was greasy and most likely hadn’t had a proper washing in weeks. The man was in sore need of new clothes, a trim, and a bath, and his companions weren’t much different.
 
   “We simply view the world in different ways is all,” Wei said loud enough for everyone in the common room to hear. “If you would like to discuss the finer points of our schools I would be more than happy to do so in the morning over a hot cup of tea and a bit of food.”
 
   “I’d much rather have that discussion now,” the Orator shot back to hoots and cat-calls from his companions. “I’ve always found wine to aid in discussion much more than tea.”
 
   “Well that is one point that we differ on then, for I find that it only leads to arguments and sore heads come morning.”
 
   The man’s smile slid from his face and he frowned down at Wei. “He’s afraid, boys, that’s what he is.”
 
   Wei shook his head. “No, but I am tired and hungry and would like nothing more to have a quick dinner and retire to my bed.”
 
   It was obvious that the Orator wasn’t going to let that happen, however, for he moved even closer to Wei, blocking any escape from the table, and bent down, his sour breath caused by more than just wine.
 
   “You’ll not be running away so quickly, legalist,” he said, his companions crowding in behind him, their presence and shouts urging the large man on. 
 
   Wei wasn’t simply going to be walking away from the table tonight. He craned his head up so that he could see around the large man. The whole of the common room was watching and waiting for whatever would happen, and judging from the expressions on most of their faces they didn’t think the outcome would be good. The serving woman was standing near the bar, a plate of vegetables and rice steaming next to her. She didn’t seem in any rush to deliver the meal that Wei knew was his. He couldn’t blame her; bringing food into this escalating situation would most likely only mean more cleanup work for her later. 
 
   From out of the kitchens came a small, wiry man who spoke a few words to the serving woman. She turned her head to speak with him and nodded toward Wei. The man nodded, slipped out from behind the bar, and headed toward the front door.
 
   “I said you’ll not be running away,” the Orator said again loudly, drawing Wei’s eyes back to him.
 
   “No, it appears not,” Wei replied.
 
   The man smiled and turned his head back to his companions.
 
   “It seems we’re already starting to put some sense into him boys, in another few–”
 
   Whatever that ‘few’ might have been neither Wei nor the man’s companions were to find out. When the Orator had turned his head back to his friends Wei had grasped onto his writing case with both hands. As the man started to turn his head back, Wei jumped up from his seat, swung the case with all of his might at the man’s face, and connected right with his mouth, the impact breaking open the case to send brushes and inkpots flying every which way. 
 
   There was a loud crunch, so bad that even the Orator’s companions groaned and winced at the sound, before the man fell backward into the men behind him. His companions they might have been, but Wei knew then that none were his friends. They simply let his body fall back toward them, not a one making a move stop his fall. The Orator landed with a thud onto the hard wooden floor. His hands grasped at his mouth in pain, and blood welled-up through his fingers.
 
   The inn became deafly quiet after the Orator hit the floor, and it was all that anyone around the man could do but look down at him, waiting to see what his reaction would be. Wei knew what his reaction would be, for although the blow had been a strong one the Orator wasn’t unconscious. Wei knew that when the shock of the blow ended the Orator would be back on his feet. Wei would do best to be well away by that time. 
 
   He sidled out from the table and began moving around the group of men that stared down at the large Confucian. Wei heard the Orator groan and spit out a glob of blood and a few teeth. But by then he was halfway to the door.
 
   “Stop him!” a cry came from behind Wei.
 
   Wei knew the man was getting back to his feet as soon as he heard the shout and he quickened his pace. The Orator’s table was between him and the door. A few men that hadn’t rose to cheer on their large friend were still sitting there, but at the shout they rose and blocked Wei’s path.
 
   “Where’s your writing case now, Legalist?” one of the men taunted, but Wei feinted one way and went the other when the man was thrown off. The next man wasn’t quite as gullible or drunk, and when Wei tried to get by him he grabbed onto Wei’s robes and pulled him back.
 
   “He’s mine!” bellowed the man clutching Wei’s clothes as he spun him about. 
 
   Just a few feet away the Orator was already back on his feet and coming toward Wei, blood streaming from his mouth. Wei looked around quickly but there was little at hand that could be used as a weapon. He gritted his teeth and waited for the beating that would come, hoping it wouldn’t be the death of him.
 
   “I’ll kill you for that, Legalist!” the Orator yelled as he spat out more blood. Wei could see that several of the man’s teeth were missing from the blow he’d received.
 
   “That wouldn’t’ be in line with your beliefs as a Confucian,” Wei said in jest, although it was a true statement.
 
   One of the Orator’s companions laughed and nodded his head, but the Orator quickly silenced him with a look.
 
   Wei was about to say something else, more placating, but the Orator didn’t give him a chance. As he turned back to face Wei had threw his heavy arm out and punched Wei right in the gut, doubling him over. He would have fallen if the man clutching his robes had not held him up. Wei gasped for breath but the Orator wouldn’t’ let him have any. He threw another punch into Wei’s stomach and then one across his face, connecting right with his cheekbone. The pain shot through Wei and he must have blacked out for a moment, for he didn’t remember hitting the floor. All he knew when he came to was that the man was standing over him, his bloody and toothless smile looking down as he readied another blow. Wei closed his eyes, expecting the worse.
 
   “Halt!”
 
   Wei’s eyes flew back open at the shout and he saw that the man was no longer looking down at him but toward the door.
 
   “City watch,” one of the men huddled around Wei said quickly, and the group quickly dispersed as men rushed back toward the kitchens and whatever back door might be there. 
 
   Wei tried to turn his head around to see how many of these city watchmen were coming into the inn, but his gaze instead became locked on the man’s bloody smile once again. The Orator obviously wasn’t going to let a few guards stop him from finishing what he’d started. Wei tried to huddle up into a ball as much as possible as the man’s foot slammed into his stomach.
 
   “Stop now!” another shout came from the approaching watchmen, but they weren’t approaching fast enough. The Orator’s boot slammed into Wei’s stomach again, and then stomped down onto his face. Wei was expecting another blow and pulled his hands up to cover his head, but it never came. Slowly he opened one eye and then the other. Instead of a boot coming toward him he saw a watchman’s hands reaching down for him and then pulling him up. 
 
   “You sure angered that one,” the man said as he got Wei to his feet.
 
   Wei looked at the man decked out in the red robes of the city watch and then down at the man on the floor. Blood was pooling from his lifeless body, staining his already wine-stained robes an even darker shade of red. 
 
   “You killed him,” Wei said, not taking his eyes from the dead Confucian who only a moment before had been pummeling and kicking him to death.
 
   “We told him to stop, twice,” the guard replied. “Would you rather we waited until he’d finished with you?”
 
   Wei’s eyes went from the dead Confucian to the guard, but got caught halfway when he saw the bloody dagger-axe clutched in the man’s hands. 
 
   “Can you walk?” the guard asked.
 
   Wei felt his head spinning but nodded that he could. He stretched his leg out and took a step, then another. The guard let go of his robes and he tried to take another, but crashed down to the floor instead. He looked up at the guard as another man came to stand beside him. 
 
   “Will he live?” the new man asked, a man Wei recognized as one sitting at a table near him before the fight broke out.
 
   The guard frowned and shook his head.
 
   Wei tried to keep his eyes open but failed.
 
    
 
   TWO
 
   The sounds of coughing and groaning woke Wei and he slowly tried to open his eyes. One came open, but the other refused. Wei didn’t know if he even had an eye any longer. He moved his arm up to see, but the pain that shot through it was so great he had to stop and lay it back down. Next he tried to turn his head, but another sharp pain stabbed at him, this time wracking his whole body. He contented himself with staring straight up at the ceiling. It was made of wood and covered with dark stains that could only be blood. Wei wiggled his toes and fingers, and was relieved that he could feel both with only a small amount of pain. Nothing too serious was broken, and he’d still be able to walk. Now the question was where he was at, and how long he’d been there. 
 
   A faint light came from somewhere to his left, past his vision. It was that side of his face that was swollen and it didn’t allow him to see. The coughing continued but the groans died down. There were others about wherever he was, perhaps a hospital, or maybe the city goal. 
 
   “Hello,” Wei called out as forcefully as he could, which sounded little more than a groan to him. He cleared his throat, took a deep breath, and tried again.
 
   “Is anyone there?” he shouted, and the sound seemed to bounce off the walls around him.
 
   A moment later Wei heard a shuffling sound and then a lock being turned somewhere close by, followed by the sound of a door creaking open. The shuffling grew louder and then a man was standing over Wei.
 
   “Awake are we?” the man said, although Wei didn’t think that he was actually speaking to him.
 
   The man had short grey hair and a hideous face so full of scars and pock marks that Wei couldn’t be sure if the man was a survivor of numerous battles or a prolonged bout with the plague. His small brown eyes darted up and down Wei’s body before settling on Wei’s face, his long grey mustache cinching at an awkward angle as he smiled.
 
   “I think we just might be able to save that, yes,” the man said as he reached down toward Wei’s useless left eye. He must have pinched some of the skin or probed into what could only be a massively swollen bruise, for Wei’s whole body arched up as pain shot through him. The man pulled his hand back fast, but Wei managed to relax again, although his breathing was hard and sweat was forming on his brow.
 
   The man smiled again. “Still feeling there, that’s good.”
 
   He nodded to himself that to Wei and moved out of view, his shuffling footsteps growing fainter as he reached the door, closed and locked it behind him. The sounds diminished altogether as he moved off to wherever it was he had come from. It was only when he was gone that Wei realized that he had called out expressly to figure out where he was and what condition he was in. The sight of the grizzled old man, looking almost worse than Wei himself felt, had thrown him off. He began to dread the thought of what this place might do to him. He called out again, shouting for the man to come back, but all he received back in reply was silence mixed with the groaning of whomever it was that was nearby. At one point he tried to move again, but the pain was so great that he quickly gave that idea up. Rest, he thought, and closed his eye once again.
 
   He awoke sometime later to the sound of the door creaking open and the same shuffling footsteps, although this time accompanied by another pair of feet that echoed around the room with each step. The room was dark, so dark that Wei couldn’t even see the ceiling over his head. As the footsteps grew closer so too did the light of a lantern, however.
 
   The light was so blinding that Wei was forced to close his good eye when it was raised up over his face, and even when he opened it a moment later to see who it was that had come to look upon him he couldn’t make out anything past its blinding glare.
 
   “You can save that?” a voice said, one that Wei didn’t know.
 
   “Oh yes,” the man that Wei recognized as the grizzled old man replied. “The eye is there under all of that swelling, I assure you.”
 
   “And the rest of him? He looks to be in pretty bad shape.”
 
   “It must have been quite the beating. Aside from a few broken ribs there’s nothing that’s too serious.”
 
   “Good,” the first voice replied, the voice that Wei so wanted to get a picture of, but which the swaying lantern denied. “When will he be able to walk?”
 
   “That’s hard to say,” the old man said. “I wouldn’t think it would take anymore than a few days.”
 
   Silence followed that pronouncement and Wei suspected, feared really, that the examination was at an end. His fears were confirmed when the lantern swayed out of his face and only blackness was left. He was left with only the sound of the men’s footsteps as they moved away. He had to have some kind of answers, and if he didn’t speak now he might never have them.
 
   “Wait,” he called out as loudly as he could, though it came out only as a croak. He didn’t know when the last time he had been given water, but it felt as though it’d been years.
 
   The sound of the footsteps stopped, although there was not indication that they would continue in his direction.
 
   “Where am I? What’s happening?” Wei asked of the blackness around him and the two men he knew were hidden within it.
 
   One pair of footsteps came closer to him and Wei could make out the faint light of the lantern to his left side, but neither it nor the holder came into his view.
 
   “You are in a special ward of the city goal,” the man said to him. “You’ve been here for three days now, although it was only earlier today that you awoke.”
 
   Wei thought quickly. Three days he had been unconscious after the beating he’d received from Confucians in the inn. His first thoughts went to his writing case and the small amount of possessions that he had in his room at the inn. Would the innkeeper keep them for him, or was he so upset with what had transpired in his premises that he had already disposed of them. After the beating he had received, which his aching body and the words of the two men made clear had been bad, perhaps the innkeeper thought him already dead. Still, they were mere trifles, a few clothes and some pens and ink, easily replaceable at shops anywhere. The thing that was most important to Wei, the only possession of his that mattered, he had secreted away long ago.
 
   “What will happen to me?” he asked as firmly as he could, but which came out more of a plea than a question.
 
   “That’s a good question,” the man replied to him from somewhere in the darkness to his left. “We could let you out of here in a few days when you’re able to walk, although where you would go or how far you’d get before the Confucians got their hands on you is anyone’s guess.
 
   “The Confucians?” Wei asked, feigning ignorance.
 
   “Yes,” the man replied, the tone of his voice betraying nothing of his thoughts, “the man that you decided to fight in that inn was quite the influential man among their group. His death has created a great deal of anger, and a call for your death should you be seen again.”
 
   “But I had nothing to do with that,” Wei argued. “It was a city guard that killed him.”
 
   “And that man himself has already been found dead on his watch, just the night before last,” the man said.
 
   Wei had to think for a moment on that. Confucians killing? What was happening in Qin to cause that to happen? 
 
   “They’re more local ruffians and thugs than true Confucians,” the man said, as if reading his thoughts. “The times in Qin are hard, and the capital is not spared those hardships. Many band together in whatever groups will have them, and the Confucians aren’t ones to turn away someone in need.”
 
   “But I have no intention of simply turning you out into the streets to fend for yourself, not yet at least,” the man continued in a more upbeat tone. “To do that to a former pupil of Liu Kui would be a grave mistake, and one that Qin cannot afford at this time.”
 
   The book! Wei thought, but was quick to show no surprise.
 
   “Liu Kui? Who’s that?”
 
   “Come now. I know that you have no idea who I am, but that doesn’t mean that I don’t know who you are.”
 
   “And who might I be?” Wei asked, knowing that this game was futile. The man obviously had done his homework on Wei, although how he ever figured out that Liu had been his mentor was something he promised himself he would find out.
 
   “You’re Wei Yang, a former official in the government of the State of Wei,” the man said. “You rose quickly and were spotted by Liu Kui, the great philosopher who so faithfully served Wei until the death of Marquis Wen, whereupon he simply vanished without a trace. Some say that he traveled west, perhaps to the lands across the great desert from where our trade goods go, but none can be certain. He’d dispatched you to the capital of Wei upon the Marquis’ death, mainly so that you couldn’t come after him. Still, that didn’t stop you from giving up your position and trying, a search which sent you all over the Seven States and well beyond, but which proved futile and which you have now given up. For the last few months you’ve been moving about Qin, working odd jobs that any lowly scribe could perform easily and for which you earn a meager living. I would wonder why you’d choose to do that, but I think the answer is obvious.”
 
   “And what answer is that?” Wei asked, happy that there was something that the man didn’t know about him.
 
   “You’re interested in Duke Xiao’s announcement calling for men of talent to aid him in restoring Qin to its former glory. Most of the men who’ve heeded that call have done so out of a desire for the rewards of land and titles that the Duke offers in return for service. You, however, I believe have come for a different reason.”
 
   “Oh? And what is that?”
 
   “You want to put your former mentor’s ideas into action,” the man said excitedly. “You want to see if they really work, like he said they would, but was never able to find out.”
 
   Wei moved his good eye about, searching for answers in the darkness, something to say to convince the man to let him go, to let him take his chances with the Confucians.
 
   “That is all very well, and a great story, but I’m afraid you’re mistaken. I’m not this man you think I am, Wei…Yang was it? No, nor am I interested in helping Qin achieve its former glory. You were right about the scribe part, however, for that’s all that I am, and I’ll be eager to return to when I am released from here.”
 
   “That’s a pity,” the man said, and for the first time the lantern light moved closer, close enough that Wei was able to see the arm that held it, and then the face of the man that was speaking. His hair was dark and his beard and mustache long. Wei recognized him immediately as the man in the tavern that had looked down upon just before he lost consciousness. But it was what the man pulled up into the lantern light that caused Wei’s good eye to go wide, and even his swollen eye to make the attempt. Wei barely noticed the pain of that, so intent was he on the book that the man was holding up in the light, a book which Wei had taken great pains to hide.
 
   “A pity, for if you are not Wei Yang than this must not be the book that Liu Kui gave to you on that day in Luoyang more than five years ago.” The man frowned as he held the book up and flipped through a few pages. “It will make a fine addition to the Duke’s library, however, at least until we can locate this Wei Yang and return it to him.”
 
   “Enough,” Wei said. “I’m Wei Yang. What would you have me do?”
 
   The man smiled, the shadows of the lantern dancing across his face.
 
   “Save Qin,” he said.
 
    
 
   THREE
 
   “So what does this say?” Jing asked as he flipped through the book’s pages.
 
   Wei turned his gaze away from the small window of the large wheelhouse they were riding in and knitted his brows in scornful disbelief. Jing looked up at just that moment and abruptly closed the book.
 
   “I’m a soldier, Wei, not a philosopher.”
 
   Wei turned his gaze back out the window to the rolling fields passing by on either side of them. Wei’s wounds were still too serious for him to ride on horseback, but not serious enough to keep the Duke of Qin waiting any longer. The first thing that Jing Jian had told him after he’d revealed the book was that Duke Xiao wanted an audience with him. 
 
   “Why me?” Wei had asked while still lying prostrate on the hard wooden slab in the goal. 
 
   “We know that you were the leading student of Liu Kui, his only student really, before he disappeared. The plans that he put into place in the State of Wei did a great deal to make that state what it is today.”
 
   “And what is that state today?” Wei asked dismissively.
 
   “The greatest of the Seven States, one that every other state tries to emulate, but also dearly wants to overthrow.”
 
   Wei had laughed at that, and quickly regretted it when a wave of pain shot through his whole body. He had doubled up as best as he could on the makeshift bed and clutched at his stomach.
 
   “They may all want to overthrow Wei, but the peace they all signed precludes that,” he had said when the pain subsided enough for him to speak.
 
   “Peaces do not last, we’ve seen that before,” Jing had said. “Someone will break it, and we think soon. But before then we want to be prepared. And Liu Kui’s words, administered by you, Wei, can help us do that.”
 
   Wei had laughed again despite himself and quickly doubled up in pain because of it. When he opened his tear-rimmed eyes a few moments later Jing was gone.
 
   “Beautiful, aren’t they?”
 
   Wei turned away from the window and looked once again at Jing, confusion replacing his earlier scorn.
 
   “The fields,” Jing said, motioning back toward the window. “They just roll on and on for hundreds of miles in every direction. It’s like that all over the state, although further south the wheat fields turn into rice paddies.”
 
   “You might have thousands of acres of suitable farmland, tens of thousands even, but you certainly haven’t the manpower to utilize it all,” Wei said flatly. Despite having spent the better part of two days now in Jing’s company, one in the goal’s hospital and then this one on the road, he could not warm to the man.
 
   “We hoped you might have some suggestions on how to change that,” Jing ventured.
 
   Wei snorted, which thankfully only produced a slight discomfort in his midsection, and turned back to the window. “Try fucking.”
 
   Jing gave a slight smile. Despite the coldness that Wei had shown him, and which he had wholly expected, he couldn’t help but like the man. He had no doubt that at one point, perhaps even as early as five years earlier when he’d still been a student of Liu Kui, the skeptical and pessimistic man that now sat across from him was a wholly different person. Jing could picture him as a young idealistic youth, soaking up all of the wisdom that his teacher had to impart, his view of the world full of hope and the promise of what could be. Somewhere along the line, however, that hopeful young man had run into the harsh realities of the real world that existed outside of the palaces and gardens of Duke’s and Marquis’ to which he had been exposed to for so long. Trudging through the Seven States and beyond for the past five years had done much to change the man that Jing now sat across from, but if anything that could be for the best, he thought. Qin needed hard changes, not fanciful words on what could be, and Jing suspected that Wei Yang was the man to bring that about. But would Duke Xiao think so too? He had dispatched Jing several months earlier when he’d learned that Wei Yang was moving about Qin, making a living as a wandering scholar and scribe. It’d been easy to track his movements and routines, and then only a matter of time before he learned of the book.
 
   It had been no secret that Liu Kui had written down his ideas on governance throughout the years, modifying them to changing circumstances and philosophies, and eventually putting them all down into a large leather-bound book. The philosophy that he had developed over those decades serving Marquis Wen of Wei he’d called Legalism, and very few men outside of Wei knew exactly what that philosophy was about, although all knew what changes it could bring. One had only to look at how far Wei had come in the span of a few decades, from a mere vassal state of Jin, to one of the Three Jins, to finally the most dominant state of the Seven States. Marquis Wen’s leading philosopher and advisor had to have had something to do with that success, and whatever it was that he’d written down in that book of his would be the key to that success. It was a given that Duke Xiao would want that book once he learned that Liu Kui’s pupil was wandering about, and he’d dispatched Jing Jian to find it.
 
   And it hadn’t been easy. Right when he’d started observing Wei, Jing knew that he didn’t have the book, at least not on him. When he traveled all he carried was a beat-up old writing case and a small shoulder sack that contained little more that a change of clothes. Jing had been certain that the book was now Wei’s, however, for who else would Liu have given it to? It was no secret that Liu had been wary of Marquis Wen’s son coming to power; it was in fact the reason he’d abruptly left. So Jing doggedly tailed Wei Yang wherever he went, always keeping enough distance between himself and his target to avoid detection, yet remaining close enough to learn everything that he could. He found out quickly that Wei was a solitary man, one with no friends and no desire to have any. He kept to himself always, never stayed in one place too long, and seemed completely unconcerned about where he’d be or what he’d be doing from day to day. His wanderings had no pattern other than the roads he silently trod. Jing was giving up hope of ever finding the book, as he had long before given up any hope of understanding Wei Yang, when one day Wei did something out of the ordinary, even for him.
 
   One day after completing a long and detailed writing job for a minor noble in a small town along the Wei River, one several hundred miles west of the capital of Yong, Wei had continued west along the river instead of heading back down the road from which he’d come. What was so unusual, and something which Jing had never seen before, was that Wei was not traveling on a road, something he’d always done before in the three months that Jing had been following him. Even at such times when going cross country for only an hour would have saved half a day or more Wei had always stuck to the roads. Why would he change now?
 
   Jing followed as always and camped in silence that night well away from the spot where Wei had set up his own camp along the river. The next morning Wei had been up with the sun and continued on along the river and toward the west. Jing knew that if they kept up that course for most of the day they’d eventually reach the westernmost boundary of Qin. Did Wei mean to continue on after that? Was he going to once again make an attempt to find his former mentor Liu Kui, a man whom many suspected of having traveled all the way to the western lands where the myriad trade goods that the Seven States enjoyed actually originated from? Jing followed, his interest piqued for the first time in months by his charge’s unusual behavior.
 
   Late that afternoon they reached the westernmost border of Qin a few miles before the Wei River reached its end. A crude wall had been erected for miles along a diagonal north-east line years before. It consisted mainly of earthen piles propped up here and there with the occasional brick or stone. It was nothing much, but would slow oncoming horses, which was perhaps its main purpose when the barbarian peoples, the Di Tribes that were now a part of Qin and had been for some time, had originally built the wall hundreds of years earlier.
 
   Jing hung back and watched as Wei sat down with his back against the wall and peered out at the rolling fields and tall trees and grasses that surrounded the river all along the route he’d come. He sat for some time as the sun began its descent, and just before twilight rose and began pacing back and forth along the wall. After several minutes of that he stopped at a section, kicked at some earth, and then got down on his knees and began digging away at the earth and bricks with his hands. Jing craned his head to try and see what it was that Wei was digging at, but he already knew that it could only be one thing. It took just a few minutes for Wei to stop his excavation, and when he did he propped himself up against the wall once again. In his dirtied hands he held a large leather-bound book, and Jing smiled.
 
   That night Jing sat behind his tree amidst the tall grasses of the river and watched Wei read Liu Kui’s book by the fire. He read nearly all of the night, sleeping for only a few hours, and rising well before the dawn to stoke the fire and read some more. As the sun began to dawn he put the book back into the wall from where he’d retrieved it, spent several minutes rubbing away all footprints near that section of the wall, and then the better part of an hour removing all traces of his fire from that spot. Finally, seemingly satisfied at his efforts at subterfuge, he began walking back along the river the way he’d come. Jing huddled against his tree and watched him go by and then continued to sit for the entire morning to make sure that Wei would not return. Satisfied that he would not, Jing rose and headed to the spot along the wall. Even though he’d watched Wei retrieve the book and put it back, it still took Jing nearly an hour to find the book, so well hidden was it. Eventually he chose the right spot, removed the earth and bricks, and was soon holding the book in his hands. Duke Xiao would be happy, Jing knew that, but his happiness would not be complete without someone to advise him on how the words in the book should be put into action. For that he needed Wei Yang. Jing tucked the book away into his small travel sack and began walking back along the river, hoping that Wei’s trail was as easy to follow as it usually was.
 
   It was, but Wei wasn’t moving at his customarily slow pace. By the time Jing got back to the small town there was no trace of Wei or where he might have gone. Asking about, even inquiring with the man that had last hired him, proved futile in discerning Wei’s whereabouts. Still, Jing had the book, and he knew that Wei would turn up sooner or later. If nothing else he would eventually make his way back to the small town to once again check in on his hidden treasure. It would be a minor thing to send a man to watch for his arrival. Jing hiked up his robes, went to the nearest stables and bought a horse. Now that he was free from following Wei he could ride once again.
 
   Duke Xiao had indeed been pleased with the book when Jing returned to the palace in Yong, but as expected, he also wanted the man that knew the book better than any other besides the author himself. Jing went out onto the roads once again searching for any sign of Wei, but none could be found. He put word out among all of his contacts in the cities and towns of the state to keep a look out, but no word ever came back to him. Finally, frustrated and unsure if Wei was even in Qin any longer, he returned to Yong. It was a good thing, too, for as soon as he arrived he was informed by one of his contacts that Wei had in fact returned to Yong just that day and taken on some work from a wealthy merchant. He was thought to be staying at a small inn frequented by scholars near the market district. 
 
   Jing had immediately rushed to the inn and waited no more than a few minutes before Wei had appeared. He decided that he would allow the man to eat his dinner in peace and go up to his room before he revealed himself, and more importantly, the book. He suspected that Wei would be hesitant about serving Duke Xiao, but with the book as leverage, Jing didn’t see how he could refuse. Unfortunately the inn that night had been frequented by Confucians, men whose philosophies did not correspond with those of Wei Yang, and the resulting fight had broken out.
 
   Jing looked across the small wheelhouse at Wei and gave a silent prayer to Shangdi that the man had not been killed that night. Wei had asked all about the book, how it was found, what Jing and Duke Xiao intended to do with it, and much more. When he’d been well enough to leave the gaol hospital Jing had told him the whole story. Wei had listened with his eyes downcast, saying nothing. Finally when Jing had reached the end, of how he had rushed out to find some guards the night of the fight in the inn, Wei had looked up and nodded.
 
   “I see,” was all that he had said, and asked nothing more of it.
 
   And still he did not talk much, Jing had come to realize, much to his chagrin. It was quite a distance to Duke Xiao’s hunting palace outside of Yong, nearly a day’s ride by chariot, and probably half again that time in the ponderous wheelhouse. He’d hoped that he could become engrossed in conversation with Wei on Qin’s future, but instead the man seemed content to stare out of the window and watch the countryside roll by.
 
   Finally Jing cleared his throat, drawing Wei’s eyes to him.
 
   “It is true that there aren’t as many people in Qin as in other states, but Duke Xiao can give incentives for families to have more children,” Jing explained in answer to Wei’s earlier question. Is there anything else that you think can be done to solve this problem?”
 
   Wei looked at Jing for a few moments as if sizing him up, then turned back to the window. Jing was just about to resign himself to a long day of silence when Wei spoke.
 
   “Forced migrations,” he said quietly.
 
   “What?” Jing could barely hear what Wei had said over the clatter of the wheels outside.
 
   “The cities have too many people, the countryside not enough. Move the people that are crowding the cities and producing nothing to the countryside. Give them land to work on. When more food begins to be produced people will eat more and then there’ll eventually be more people.”
 
   Jing rubbed his short beard. “That sounds like it could take some time, years or decades even.”
 
   Wei shrugged his shoulders. “Did you expect large changes to take place overnight?”
 
   “No, I suppose not,” Jing said with a frown.
 
   “Well I hope that your Duke doesn’t either, for if that’s the case we might as well turn back for Yong right now and I can be on my way.”
 
   “You can be on your way at anytime, Wei. You are not a prisoner here.”
 
   “Not I, but something dear to me is,” Wei said, gesturing toward the book seated next to Jing.
 
   “Talk with Duke Xiao, that’s all,” Jing said. “Tell him your ideas, and listen to his. If at the end of your talks neither of you sees eye-to-eye than you will be free to go.”
 
   Wei narrowed his eyes at Jing. “Is that what Duke Xiao has told you?”
 
   “Duke Xiao is not a man to force another to work against his will.”
 
   “Then Qin will have no hope,” Wei said as he turned back to the window. “Forcing men to work against their will be one of the things that Qin’ll have to do if it means to pull itself up to the same footing as the other states. There’ a lot of catching up here to do, and little time to waste.”
 
   Jing narrowed his eyes at Wei and realized how cold the man seated across from him really was. No, that wasn’t quite accurate, he realized. Wei was not cold, just coldly rational. He knew what had to be done and wouldn’t let his feelings get in the way of that. Cold, hard reason ruled Wei Yang’s life, and soon Jing knew, it would rule Qin’s as well.
 
    
 
   FOUR
 
   They mostly rode in silence for the rest of the day, broken only occasionally when Wei asked about a certain feature or bit of history of the land they were traveling through. Sometimes he would inquire about Duke Xiao, what type of man he was and his father before him. At one point he asked about the family history going back all the way to Zhuanxu, one of the five mythical emperors of ancient times. Jing said that he didn’t know much about that, to which Wei nodded as if he’d expected that. But later, when Wei asked about Duke Feizi and Jing didn’t know him either, Wei had become angry. 
 
   “The man lived only five hundred years ago, how could you not know anything about him?” Wei had said in disgust.
 
   “Perhaps Duke Xiao will be more informed of his own ancestors than I,” Jing had offered.
 
   “I certainly hope so,” Wei had scoffed. 
 
   They rode well past dark and continued on. Occasionally they would stop to water the horses or relieve themselves, but those breaks were short, and mainly they continued on. Jing found himself nodding off at times, only to be awakened by a bump in the road or the racket of the wheels, and each time he saw Wei staring out of the window just as he had been all day. 
 
   The moon was already beginning its descent in the sky when they reached the Duke’s hunting palace. It may have been called a palace but it was little more than a two-story stone building that would have been dwarfed by many of the rich merchant’s homes back in Yong. A large wall made from wooden logs from the surrounding forest circled the structure, and there were a few wooden outbuildings and a stable clustered within as well. Jing had sent a bird off to the palace the day before informing Duke Xiao of their arrival, and the guards at the gate had been informed. They already had the gates opened, seemingly not surprised that they were arriving in the middle of the night. It didn’t seem like Duke Xiao was either, for Jing could see lights in each of the palace’s windows. Obviously the Duke had been waiting for them.
 
   The wheelhouse came to a stop in front of the main building and a moment later the driver was opening the door. Jing stepped out first and offered up a helping hand to Wei. The wounds he had suffered at the inn were still bothering him and Wei winced as he stepped down to the ground. Jing held up his arm in the direction of the front door and Wei began walking slowly toward it. Overhead the large moon cast a yellow pallor down on them and the white stone of the Duke’s palace. 
 
   “The Duke looks still to be awake,” Jing said as they neared the door. “He’ll want to meet you, and then you can sleep for the night.”
 
   “If I’m to meet him I might as well talk to him as well,” Wei said over his shoulder. “The sooner I can get these talks over with the sooner I can be on my way.”
 
   “I wish you would have a more open mind about it than that, Wei.”
 
   Wei said nothing in reply as he neared the door, which was pulled open from the inside just before he reached it. Two guards, decked out in the same dark brown robes as those near the gate and holding large dagger-axes, gestured with their free hands for the two men to enter.
 
   “The Duke has been expecting you,” one of the guards said to Jing when they were through the doors. “He’s waiting up the stairs.”
 
   Jing nodded and gestured at the stone staircase set along one wall of the large entrance hall. “Can you manage the stairs, Wei?”
 
   Wei stared over at the stairs and then without a word began walking toward them in his slow, shuffling gait, his hand constantly bracing his left side. When he reached the stairs he paused and looked up before putting one foot up and then another. Jing saw him wince and clutch his side more forcefully, but he continued on, his right arm clenching the stone railing tightly.
 
   It took them a few minutes, Wei’s steps becoming slower as they progressed, but eventually they reached the top of the staircase and the second floor of the palace. Jing saw that Wei’s brow was dotted with sweat, and he realized that the man was in worse shape than he’d previously realized.
 
   “Would you like to sit down and rest for a few moments,” Jing said as he gestured toward some chairs lining the hallway.
 
   Wei shook his head and started down the hall. “Which door is it, the large one at the end?”
 
   Jing nodded even though Wei was already past him and couldn’t see. They slowly made their way down the hall, which was strangely empty of any guards, and just before Wei was at the door Jing rushed ahead and knocked lightly and a moment later pushed it open. He ducked his head inside, then back out just as quickly, giving a nod to Wei and opening the door fully. Wei looked from Jing to the room and moved forward. 
 
   The room was much smaller than he’d expected, square-shaped and sparsely furnished. A large desk sat in one corner, two chairs in front of it, while the middle of the room was occupied by a square table with four chairs tucked into it. A small bed, fit more for a soldier’s tent than a Duke’s bedroom, was tucked into another corner. The room contained only one window, which Wei suspected looked down onto the front courtyard. Several large plants were set into pots in the empty spaces along the walls, and shuttered lanterns burned from hooks set into the stone walls.
 
   But the most notable feature of the room was who was in it. Duke Xiao stood standing in front of the table in the center of the room in the same simple brown robes of the men outside. Wei remembered Xiao from the dinner that all of the rulers of the Seven States had attended back in Luoyang five years before, the same night that Marquis Wen of Wei had died and the day before the peace agreement between all of the states had been signed. Xiao had been the youngest man at the dinner, and no one had paid him much attention, even though they all knew that when his grandfather died he’d become the new Duke of Qin. 
 
   Xiao moved forward when Wei entered the room, and Wei could see some resemblance to his grandfather in the still-young man. His long black hair was bound back in the same neat queue that Wei remembered, and his long black mustache flowed down into the same dark beard, which he allowed to end in one point instead of two like his grandfather had favored. His brown eyes contained warmth as he approached Wei and put a steady hand on his shoulder.
 
   “Wei Yang, it’s been some time since we’ve been in the same room together,” the Duke said as he pulled his hand back and stood with his arms folded into the long sleeves of his robe.
 
   “Five years,” Wei replied. “The night that Marquis Wen died.”
 
   Duke Xiao nodded. “Yes, his death came as quite a surprise. I think it speaks volumes to the strength of the man and the respect that he commanded that all of the other rulers present in Luoyang at that time managed to put aside their animosities and sign the peace that Wei was the strongest supporter of.”
 
   “He was a good man,” Wei said quietly as he looked past the Duke.
 
   Xiao noticed his wandering eyes and quickly pulled his hands out of his sleeves. “Where are my manners? You must be tired after such a long journey from the city.” He took a few steps back and pulled one of the chairs out from under the table. “Please, take a seat.”
 
   Wei nodded and walked slowly to the chair, lowering himself gingerly into it.
 
   “I understand that you suffered some serious injuries a short time ago?” Xiao asked as he pulled another chair out and nodded toward Jing before pulling one out for himself to sit next to Wei.
 
   
  
 

“Just a difference of opinion with some Confucians,” Wei said.
 
   “I see.” Xiao reached up to stroke his mustache as he stared at Wei, the room falling silent for several moments. At last he clapped his hands together and made to rise from his chair. “Well, Wei, you must be quite tired, I’m sure. We have a room prepared for you just down the hall. Perhaps after some rest-”
 
   Wei held up his hand, silencing the Duke. “If it would be alright I’d like to speak to you now. From what I’ve heard around the state and from your man Jing here, I know that you’re looking for men to help you make Qin into a powerful state once again. I’d just assume you asked whatever it is you wanted to ask so I can be on my way.”
 
   Duke Xiao’s eyes shot to Jing, who simply shrugged. A slight smile came to his face as he lowered himself back into his chair. 
 
   “Jing told me that you were quite headstrong, but I had no idea.”
 
   “I’m a simple man with a simple life,” Wei said with a shrug. “If you’re looking to make Qin great then I think that you have the wrong man.”
 
   “I see,” Duke Xiao said as he folded his fingers in front of his mouth. 
 
   “There are plenty of examples of things that Qin can do that are already being practiced in other states,” Wei went on. “The changes that General Wu Qi brought to Chu are a good model to follow.”
 
   “They weren’t a good model for him,” Jing said quickly, “they got him killed.”
 
   “Which is a good sign that they were working,” Wei said calmly. “I think that Su Xiong has come to that same conclusion and that’s why he’s kept the changes in place.”
 
   “What Duke Su’s doing in Chu is certainly interesting,” Xiao said, “but could those same changes be replicated in Qin?”
 
   Wei shook his head. “Qin is too far behind to even begin contemplating the same changes that General Wu brought to Chu. For one thing there is barely any army in Qin to speak of. Many of the changes that General Wu brought dealt with the army, as was to be expected from a military man. The other changes had to do with the nobles, a problem which Qin is thankfully without.”
 
   “Yes, what nobles we have here are not granted the same amount of independence as those in Chu were,” Xiao said. “But what about Wei? You lived and served most of you life there; surely you have some suggestions on how Qin could emulate the changes that brought that state to the fore in such a short period of time.”
 
   “Wei was in a unique position which many of the other states were not,” Wei said. “The state was blessed with a good location in the center of the Seven States, plentiful resources and the manpower to utilize them, and many generations of strong leadership.”
 
   “And Qin cannot boast of those things?” Jing asked.
 
   Duke Xiao shook his head. “Not all, but a few.” He leaned forward in his chair as he studied Wei. “Qin has a sizable area of land, and the resources that we possess are equal to or greater than those of the other states. Our location, while not centralized, I think affords us certain other advantages. We can continually expand westward, something that none of the other states save for Chu can claim, and the only way into our state is through the passes, the Hangu in the east and the Tong in the west.”
 
   “And the leadership?” Wei asked, his head held in his hand and his gaze set firmly on Xiao.
 
   Jing cleared his throat and leaned forward. “There’s nothing wrong with the leadership of Qin, for many-”
 
   “Jing, please,” Xiao said, holding his hand up to silence the man. “Wei is right, we haven’t had many generations of strong leadership like the State of Wei has enjoyed, and that’s perhaps the main reason that we find ourselves as the weakest of the Seven today.”
 
   “Sire, your grandfather was a strong man who did many fine things for this state,” Jing said.
 
   “He was a good man, and perhaps the finest thing that he did for Qin was to sign the peace in Luoyang, ensuring that Qin was not overrun by its neighbors, something that very well could have happened by now except for that document.” Xiao sighed. “But he was not a great leader, which is what Qin had needed for some time. None of the previous duke’s made the hard changes that must be made if Qin is not only to reclaim its rightful place as one of the leading states, but if it’s simply to survive.” He leaned back in his chair and directed his gaze once again at Wei. “We need your help, Wei. We need your ideas,” he paused to point at the book sitting in Jing’s lap, “and those of your mentor, Liu Kui. Perhaps you derive a certain amount of satisfaction from your wanderings around the Seven States, taking odd jobs transcribing documents for one man or another, but I doubt it. You didn’t work your way up in the world to do that. Liu was training you as an advisor to Dukes and Marquis’ and even Kings. Don’t throw that all away, Wei.” He leaned forward in his chair and clasped Wei’s hand in his and stared steadily into his eyes. “Help me to again make Qin great, Wei.”
 
   Wei sat staring into Duke Xiao’s eyes for several moments, moments in which the Duke’s gaze did not falter nor his grip lessen. Finally, after nearly a minute had passed, Wei nodded. 
 
   “We will talk for as long as it takes for me to tell you my ideas,” he said slowly. “You may question as much as you like, argue even, but mainly I want you to listen. When I’m finished, you either agree to the changes I propose and I stay on to serve Qin, or you do not, at which point I will take Liu’s book and go.”
 
   Duke Xiao nodded. “Then let us talk.”
 
    
 
   FIVE
 
   The troops on the field were in disorder. There were several divisions gathered, that was clear, but where one division ended and another began was anyone’s guess. Here one line of men would be so tightly packed together that they wouldn’t even have room to draw their weapons, while there another would be so loose that a chariot could drive through the gap between two men. Men on horseback and a few in chariots raced up and down and across the field trying to bring order to the situation, but all they managed to do was make it worse.
 
   Pang chuckled as he watched one commander get his men formed up tight at the end of a line, race down to the opposite end to do the same, only to have the men that had just been re-formed come apart all over again.
 
   “It’s a wonder they haven’t been conquered yet,” Pang said to the officer next to him, a man whose name Pang couldn’t recall. Over the past ten years that he’d been commanding the army so many officers had come and gone that he could no longer tell one from another.
 
   The officer nodded and smiled but said nothing, causing Pang to wonder how long this one would last before some mistake on the man’s part brought his career, and most likely his life as well, to a crashing end. Still, Pang thought as he turned his attention back to the field below, that end most likely wouldn’t be coming today. 
 
   The commander that he’d been watching had somehow managed to get his whole line formed up tight and straight only to have another line from behind march into it and throw both into complete chaos and confusion.
 
   Best to end this debacle as soon as possible, Pang thought as he turned his gaze to the well-ordered lines of troops that comprised his army. Ten thousand men were arrayed in five divisions at the base of the hill. They were a mile from the city of Qufu, and half that distance from the enemy’s ranks. With a single command from Pang his officers would begin moving those troops forward, and the small State of Lu would be no more.
 
   Pang was just about to issue that command to the officer next to him when he heard a horse coming swiftly from behind. Turning, Pang saw the rider gallop right up to within a dozen feet of them before pulling back hard on the reins and causing the animal to rear up on its hind legs with a loud whinny and snort.
 
   “Sir, everything is in place for the attack,” Pang said when the horse had settled back to the ground.
 
   Hui of Wei, Marquis Wu’s son and next in line to the throne of the State of Wei, trotted his horse the few remaining feet to Pang and the officer. His long black hair, usually tied neatly behind his head in a long queue, was instead flowing loose behind him. His straight black beard flowed down just past his throat but only one side of his mustache flowed down to join it, the other being purposely trimmed short. Very few commented or asked about the peculiar mustache while in Hui’s presence. After all, few escaped without Hui’s wrath descending upon them. That wrath was usually unleashed depending upon the transgressor’s rank in the army. Higher ranked men usually escaped with little more than a scathing look, but Pang had know Hui to actually kill lower-ranking soldiers, especially if they happened to laugh. 
 
   Few men anymore knew of the true reason why Hui kept the mustache purposefully trimmed, but Pang was one of them. Although he hadn’t been in the Wei Army twenty years before during the now legendary siege of Zhongshan, he had heard the tales, once even from Hui himself after both had spent a long night drinking together. The mustache was kept short not so much on purpose but because it could no longer grow long on that side. The scar had come from Marquis Wen’s rings after he’d publicly slapped Hui following a botched trial by chariot. And those scares ensured that the mustache would never look proper. The shame of that scar, however, kept Hui from ever shaving and letting the world see it.
 
   Hui stroked the long side of that mustache as he stared out at the field. Looking at Hui’s disheveled hair, Pang couldn’t help but think that Hui had just woken up, even though the sun had already been up for a few hours, and ridden quickly from the rear of the army’s camp from where he’d no doubt been having his way with one of the many women that followed the army’s march. Pang wondered if he would do the same if he had such a beautiful wife waiting back in a palace in Anyi, but he doubted it. Still, Hui was his commander and his friend, and he wouldn’t grudge the man what pleasures he could find.
 
   “How long have they been in such a sorry state?” Hui asked as he surveyed the field.
 
   “Today?” Pang asked, turning his head to look at Hui as a small smile crept onto the heir’s face.
 
   Hui laughed as he began running his fingers through his hair. “You’re right, Pang. When has Lu ever not been in such a sorry state?” His hair straightened to satisfaction, Hui began looping it about and tying it into a top-knot that let most of the hair fall down his back.
 
   “It should be an easy victory for our men and with few losses,” Pang said as he looked back to the field. “Once the army is routed I don’t think the city will try and hold out.”
 
   “We won’t be welcomed warmly, but throw their gates open to us they will. The last thing they want is a protracted siege, especially with all of their fighting men defeated.”
 
   Pang nodded. “And then what?”
 
   Hui narrowed his eyes at the question. “Then we lay down the new laws, put our administrators in place with a sizable force of occupation, and move on. What did you think we would do?”
 
   “I mean what next after Lu?” Pang said, turning back to look at Hui. “In the past year we’ve defeated the States of Song, Zheng, and now after today, Lu. Who else is there?”
 
   Hui stroked the single long strand of his mustache as he looked from Pang to the city in the distance. “Wey?” he asked finally.
 
   “Zhou is already making moves against them,” Pang said. “They’ll be finished by the time the year is up.”
 
   Hui’s brows knitted. “Then who else is there?”
 
   “None that I can think of,” Pang replied.
 
   “Well, then whatever will we do with ourselves, Pang? Two old army men with an army but no one to fight. If there’s a sorrier thing than I haven’t seen it.”
 
   Both men laughed, and the officer tried to join in as well. Hui seemed to notice him for the first time.
 
   “Sergeant,” Hui said forcefully. “Send the order out that our divisions are to begin advancing. Let the archers do their work then send out the soldiers. The flanks are to be assaulted with chariots and horsemen.” He turned back to look at Pang, a slight smile turning up the sides of his mustache. “The usual procedure.”
 
   “Yes, commander,” the officer said loudly before kicking his horse into motion and rushing down the hillside to the division commanders.
 
   “What will we do, Pang?” Hui asked after the man had gone. “I haven’t been back to Anyi in more than five years, I don’t want to go back.”
 
   “You have a wife and young son waiting for you there, Sire.”
 
   Hui shook his head. “I’d rather face ten divisions of men on the field than face her.”
 
   Pang looked back to the field. He knew Hui and his wife had problems, but he didn’t know to how great an extent. Hui rarely talked about her or his son. They didn’t seem to exist for him.
 
   The first volley of arrows suddenly shot out into the air and began raining down on the still disorganized Lu soldiers. The barrage would have been much more deadly if the troops would have been packed together tightly like they should have been, and which their commanders were still desperately trying to do. A second volley shot out and then the divisions of infantry began their march. Just the sight of the thousands of men advancing upon them was too much for some in the Lu ranks; Pang saw several men drop their weapons right then and there and begin rushing back toward the city or simply out across the field toward the distant hills.
 
   Beside him Hui shook his head. “Are there no opponents left worth fighting anymore?”
 
   “Plenty,” Pang answered. “The only problem is that they’re protected from an attack by a peace that was signed by us all.”
 
   “Ah, the Seven States,” Hui said with a mocking edge. “I’m surprised the peace is still in place after these twenty years.”
 
   “And with the death of Marquis Li of Han recently as well,” Pang said. “His son Marquis Wen of Han isn’t bound by the agreement that his grandfather signed in Luoyang.”
 
   “And who knows what Qi is up to,” Hui said. “It took twenty years but Duke Kang is now finally dead, of old age of all things. The way that the Tian’s were hunting him it’s surprising he lasted so long.”
 
   “Especially the way that they were almost dragged into the war between Chu and Yan fifteen years ago when Duke Dao and General Wu Qi were killed,” Pang said.
 
   “Bah!” Hui snorted. “Both states are meaningless and without direction. They wouldn’t even classify as a challenge.”
 
   “It seems to me, Sire, that soon there will be many new opponents, and all of them worthy, unlike those we face here today.”
 
   Hui laughed. “You’re right, Pang. Look at them run. We’d better get down there soon if we want to get a piece of the action.”
 
   Hui kicked his horse, sending the animal racing down the hill. Pang watched him go for a few moments, and, with a shake of his head, did the same.
 
    
 
   SIX
 
   Hui slammed the empty cup down on the table and reached for the flagon of wine. His bleary eyes opened a little wider as he picked it up and felt that it, too, was empty. He turned it over so that the last few drops fell onto the table then hurled it at the far wall where it shattered into a dozen pieces. 
 
   “More wine!” he yelled to no one in particular.
 
   A woman quickly scurried over to their table with another flagon, offered a few quick apologies, and darted away as fast as she could, although not fast enough to escape the groping hands of the heir of Wei on her bottom. Pang reached over and filled Hui’s cup and then his own before replacing the still-brimming flagon on the table.
 
   “You can say one thing for Lu,” Hui said as he took another deep drink of his wine, “they do have good women.”
 
   Pang knew that Hui must be getting drunk if he was feeling particularly enamored with the woman that just scurried away. Although not quite old enough to be Hui’s mother, she was close, and her oversized teeth and undersized eyes didn’t help.
 
   They were sitting in an empty tavern a few streets away from the main city gate that had been thrown open for the retreating Lu Army earlier that morning. It had been a simple thing to follow the fleeing soldiers into the city, where the attacks were still going on sporadically, although the raping and looting and burning were now the Wei soldiers’ main occupation.
 
   “I couldn’t be unhappier,” Hui said as he finished off yet another cup of wine and reached for the flagon. “Lu gave us none of the fight that Song and Zheng did. We fought one battle when we entered the state, and that battle was such a route that they didn’t dare face us again until today.”
 
   “And today wasn’t much better,” Pang said.
 
   “No, it wasn’t.” Hui finished filling his cup and took another healthy swallow. “And now there’s no one left and nothing for the two of us to do.”
 
   “Well, there might not be much for you to do, but I’ll have plenty to do training new troops once we get back to Anyi.”
 
   “Really, Pang, is that what you want to spend your time doing? Training new troops?”
 
   “Not particularly, Sire, but I’m an army man and that’s what’s required of me.”
 
   Hui groaned and took another drink.
 
   “Your father will be expecting you back in Anyi now that the fighting’s done,” Pang said after a few moments of silence had passed.
 
   Hui groaned and lowered his head to the table before raising it again with a shake. “Every month I receive a message from him with suggestions on how to fight the enemy, and every month I crumple them up and throw them as far as I can.” Hui scoffed and shook his head. “What does he know about leading an army? He’s never once been in the thick of a battle, never once even watched one from afar.”
 
   Pang swirled the wine around in his cup. He knew that Marquis Wu had personally been present at Zhongshan when the city was flooded, and had also led men when hostilities between Wei and Chu had broken. That had been more than twenty years before, true, but Wei wasn’t giving his father much credit; after all, the man had served with General Wu Qi during that time. 
 
   “If we mean to go against more powerful foes, then we’ll require his permission, Pang said finally.”
 
   Hui’s brows knitted as he studied Pang. “That is the second time today you’ve spoken of moving against one of the other Seven States. You do realize that there is a peace agreement that precludes anyone of us from attacking another, don’t you? Do you realize what would happen to the first state to violate that agreement? They would be set upon by all of the other Seven States and destroyed, their territory parceled out to the others.”
 
   “Perhaps,” Pang said, “and perhaps not.”
 
   Hui narrowed his eyes and stared at Pang over his cup. “Go on, I’m listening.”
 
   “Over the past five years nearly all of the remaining small states have been conquered and incorporated into the Seven. Chu ended the threat from Yue many years ago, nearly doubling its area. For the past fifteen years they’ve had no one to attack, something that must be grinding away on the nerves of that new army that General Wu Qi trained for them.”
 
   “One of my father’s greatest mistakes, sending that man away,” Hui said with a shake of his head and another drink.
 
   “Yes, why did he ever do that?” Pang asked.
 
   Hui shook his head and reached for the flagon. “I’m not wholly certain, but I think it was over a woman.”
 
   “A woman?” Pang asked incredulously.
 
   “Some Cao whore is all I know,” Hui said with a dismissive wave of his hand.
 
   Pang didn’t press him on the matter, but he was intrigued nonetheless. Perhaps when he got back to Anyi he’d have to inquire further about his mysterious ‘Cao whore.’
 
   “Han has had no one to attack in years while Zhao has been in a similar situation,” he said a moment later, “although they’ve been kept occupied by the barbarians to their north.”
 
   “Not too occupied to begin preparations against Wey, that is what you said earlier today, isn’t it?”
 
   “They’ll attack sometime in the next few months, perhaps sooner.”
 
   Hui nodded. “So that leaves Qi and Yan.”
 
   “Yan is even more pressed by the northern barbarians than Zhao; they’ll not be a threat to anyone for some time, and I don’t think anyone wants their land, what with the threats they’re constantly dealing with.”
 
   “So that leaves the great question as to what Qi is up to,” Hui said as he filled his and Pang’s cups once again.
 
   “Yes, that’s the question.”
 
   “There’s no question at all,” Hui said with a laugh. “Qi will attack no one, just as the rest of the Seven will attack no one. Once Zhao dispatches Wey all of us will be playing the waiting game to see who moves against one of the other Seven first. If we wait long enough then all of the rulers bound by the peace agreement will die and that sanction will be lifted.” Hui lowered his voice and leaned in toward Pan. “But not the unspoken and unwritten sanction that ensures the first to move will be pounced upon by all the rest.”
 
   “Let’s look at the rules,” Pang said. “Each ruler who signed the agreement in Luoyang twenty years ago is bound to it, as is his son and heir.”
 
   Pang looked to Hui for confirmation that he was right, and with a nod continued.
 
   “Duke Fei of Qi is not held by the agreement, but neither was his father Duke Tai of Tian. Marquis Jing of Han died a few months after the agreement was signed, and his son passed on just a few years ago. Marquis Wen of Han is not held by the agreement.”
 
   “That’s two states,” Hui said, “five still remain.”
 
   “Marquis Bei of Yan is still alive and doing well from what I hear,” Pang continued, “and his son will no doubt rule for some time after he’s finally gone.”
 
   “I think that we can safely say that Yan won’t be a factor in anything that occurs among the other Seven States,” Hui said. “That leaves us with four.”
 
   “Marquis Su must just be dying to try out his new army on a worthy opponent,” Pang said. “It’s been fifteen years since he took power; even though he’s bound by the agreement that his father signed I’m sure he’d be one of the first to break it given the chance.”
 
   “Could Wei enter into a pact with Chu?”
 
   “I’m not sure, but I think it’d be good to do so before another state beats us to it.
 
   ”If someone hasn’t already,” Hui said, and Pang nodded.
 
   “Qin should worry no one,” Hui said. “They are so far to the west of the other Seven, and their state is in such backward condition that they’re even less of a threat than Yan.”
 
   “There’s been talk that changes have been going in inside Qin, changes that they’ve kept from the outside world over these many years.”
 
   Hui shook his head. “It would take some serious changes over a much greater amount of time than just a few years for Qin to be more than an afterthought.”
 
   Pang nodded. “So we’re left with Zhao, then. Marquis Lie died unexpectedly a few years ago, leaving his son Jing to assume control of the state.”
 
   “I don’t know much about this man Jing,” Hui said. “Is he an able commander or one to hide behind his palace walls?”
 
   “He’s led men into battle and plans to do so again against Wey,” Pang said.
 
   Hui nodded and stared into his cup.
 
   “There is one state left,” Pang said quietly. “Wei.”
 
   Hui laughed. “I think I know enough about Wei to not be concerned.”
 
   “Your father is getting on in years, Hui. How much longer do you think he has?”
 
   Hui jumped up from his chair and reached across the table to grab hold of Pang’s robes, spilling their wine in the process. He pulled Pang’s face close to his and scowled down at him.
 
   “Be careful what you say, Pang,” Hui said through gritted teeth. “You are walking a fine line between friend and foe.”
 
   “I’m merely pointing out a fact, nothing more,” Pang said coolly, seemingly not at all concerned by his friend’s actions.
 
   Hui scowled at Pang for a moment longer before tossing him back toward the bench he’d been sitting on. Pang fell back and tumbled to the floor. He looked up to see Hui grab the flagon of wine and one of the upturned cups before striding with them toward the door. 
 
   It wasn’t until he was gone that Pang picked himself up, brushing at the wet spots on his robes from the spilled wine. The serving woman made to come over but Pang held up a hand and she scurried back out of sight. Pang straightened the bench he’d been sitting on and sat back down. He’d seen Hui act in such a way before with other men, but he’d never done so to Pang. It was the drink mainly that had caused Hui to lash out, though the realization that there was no one else for them to fight and that he would now soon have to go back to Anyi to face his father was also a factor. 
 
   Why Hui would have become so upset at the mention of his father’s age was something that Pang couldn’t understand, however. It was not like Hui loved the man; he’d said on numerous occasions how much he in fact hated him. No, something else was grating on Hui’s nerves, but Pang for the life of him couldn’t figure out what it was.
 
   Pang had heeded Marquis Wu’s call for talented men and journeyed to Wei more than ten years before. He’d impressed the Marquis’ son Hui with his ideas on conquering the few remaining small states surrounding Wei, and was given a command position in the army, quickly moving up to the rank of general. During those first few campaigns he and Hui had become fast friends, their reckless natures and disregard for authority complementing one another nicely. They’d often spent their nights together over cups of wine talking about what would happen when all the small states were no more and only the Seven remained. It had been easy to speak of how they’d move against the others then, when the notion was still far off and relegated to the realm of talk. But now that it was upon them Pang realized that it was much more of an undertaking than either had previously imagined. And now he and Hui would be separated from one another for the first time in ten years, for surely Pang would eventually be tasked with overseeing Lu so as to ensure the incorporation of the state into Wei went smoothly. Hui would journey back to Anyi to face his father and whatever tasks the Marquis had for his son now that there were no more minor foes for him to face.
 
   Pang rose from the table and walked toward the door, flipping a few bu to the serving woman who did her best to shy away from him. She reached eagerly for the bronze coins as they clattered on the floor, however, and even offered Pang a toothless smile as he left.
 
   Outside the air was full of smoke and the horizon was a dark orange all along the city walls as Pang made his way to the gate and back out to the army’s camp. The city would burn for most of the night, the officers allowing the men to let of some steam through rape and pillage. In the morning, as the men nursed their hangovers, the real work would begin and order would once again be restored. It was not the best way to usher a city into the fold, but that was the way of war. The people may not love their conquerors, but they would fear them, and fear, Pang had learned long ago, was much better than love.
 
    
 
   SEVEN
 
   Hui drove his knuckles into his eyes in an attempt to ease the pounding behind his eyes. Just like the countless other times that morning, it did little good. Hui resigned himself to feeling bad all day, something he was quite used to and had become quite adept at dealing with, and reached for another pile of papers on the small desk set up in his large command tent. He glanced at the top sheet and the one under it; both were about the Lu Army’s makeup, and both were now useless. The Lu Army was no more, as the State of Lu was no more. From now on it would be part of Wei, perhaps referred to as Lu for administrative purposes and ease of reference, but for all intents and purposes the small state that had been founded five hundred years before was no more.
 
   Hui crumpled the papers and threw them in a corner of the tent and stared annoyingly at the other stacks still sitting on the table. Perhaps it would be best to leave them all for his subordinates to deal with, he thought. But then what would there be for him to do? He was trying to forestall his journey back to Anyi for as long as possible, and the stacks of paper were one of the few excuses he had left.
 
   Light suddenly shone onto the table as the tent flap was thrown open behind him. Hui spun around to see one of his officers standing in the entryway.
 
   “Sire, I’m sorry to disturb you, but there’s a man out here that urgently requests an audience with you.”
 
   Hui folded his arms in front of him and stared daggers at the man. “I’m leaving soon; anything that has to do with Lu should be handled by Pang or one of his men.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Sire, but this man is not here to discuss Lu.”
 
   “Then what does he want?”
 
   “He will only discuss that with you, Sire.”
 
   Hui’s ire was growing and his headache getting worse. He was in no mood to argue or suffer fools this morning, but neither was he up for a fight. Reluctantly he eased down into the chair behind the desk and waved at his officer. 
 
   “Send him in.”
 
   The officer nodded, ducked out of the tent for a moment, and then quickly reappeared, holding the flap open as a man walked in. 
 
   “What is it you wish to see me about?” Hui asked impatiently before the man had even fully entered the tent.
 
   The man stared at Hui and waited until the tent flap closed behind him before speaking.
 
   “I’ve come on behalf of the small State of Wey,” the man said. “We request the assistance of Wei in holding off the imminent attacks from Zhao.”
 
   Hui’s brows knitted as he studied the man. His long black hair was tied in a small top-knot and allowed to flow freely down his back. His beard and mustache were long but well-trimmed. What Hui noticed most of all, however, were the man’s eyes. They were deep and penetrating and seemed to bore into him more than the headache that was boring into his skull. While the man’s hair might have been well-maintained, his clothes were not. The light brown robes he wore were covered in dust which turned to dry and caked mud the closer it got to his feet. The man had obviously been on the road and hadn’t bothered to change into something more suitable for his meeting with the heir of Wei. Either he wasn’t concerned about his appearance or he expected to be back on the road and riding west to Wey in short order.
 
   “Why would Wei help Wey in holding off Zhao?” Hui asked as he stroked the one long strand of his mustache and stared up at the man. “Wouldn’t you think that if Zhao was not about to invade, then Wei would?”
 
   The man folded his arms behind his back and widened his stance, a typical military pose when addressing a superior officer. “That is irrelevant, for Zhao is about to invade.”
 
   Hui scoffed. The man was educated, that was obvious, but he also had an independent streak to him. Despite himself, Hui was intrigued.
 
   “What’s your name?” Hui asked as he leaned forward in his chair and placed his arms on the table before him, cupping his chin into his hands.
 
   “Sun Bin.”
 
   “Sun Bin,” Hui repeated. He looked off to the side in thought for a moment before meeting the man’s eyes once again. “I’m not familiar with your family.”
 
   “That’s probably because I have none, sir.”
 
   Hui’s eyes narrowed. “You hold a high position within the Wey Army?”
 
   “No, I’m not a member of the Wey Army.”
 
   Hui leaned back in his chair once again. “Not a member of the army? Then what are you doing here on Duke Zhuang’s behalf?”
 
   “I’m neither here on Duke Zhuang’s behalf or on behalf of his army,” Sun said. He adjusted his stance, looking down at the floor of the tent for a moment, then returned his gaze to Hui. “If truth be told, I’m here on behalf of your father, Marquis Wu, and the State of Wei, although I’ve never met your father or had any correspondence with him.”
 
   That was too much for Hui. He shook his head and stood up from the table. “You are making no sense. It sounds to me that you are some noble from Wey that’s trying to pull Wei into a fight with Zhao in an attempt to save your state. I can tell you right now that will not happen.” 
 
   Hui’s headache seemed to get worse and he fought the urge to rub his eyes. The man was staring at him and something in the look he had on his face, one of haughty superiority well-cloaked, caused Hui’s anger to boil up to the surface. When it was obvious that the man was not going to offer any reply to Hui’s rebuttal he spoke again.
 
    “Judging from your appearance you’ve been riding some time. You needn’t bother changing; this meeting is through, you can be on your way back to Wey.”
 
   The tent flap flew open and a bright beam of sunlight appeared, momentarily blinding Hui and making his headache all the more noticeable. He moved his hand up to shield his eyes and was about to reprimand the impudent officer for interrupting in such a brazen fashion when he heard Pang’s voice call out in surprise.
 
   “Sun?”
 
   Hui moved his hand away from his eyes as the tent flap again fell closed and watched as Pang moved closer to the man standing before the table.
 
   “Is that really you, Sun?”
 
   “It’s been some time, but your eyes do not deceive you,” the man replied.
 
   “Sun Bin!” Pang moved forward and embraced Sun, clasping his hands onto both of Sun’s shoulders and holding him at arm’s length as he looked him up and down. Hui couldn’t see, but he suspected that Sun had a half-smile on his face, one more of willing impatience than joy or humor.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Pang continued as he looked up at Sun. His voice was still full of surprise and happiness, but Hui could see that confusion was beginning to creep into his eyes. “How is Guiguzi?”
 
   Sun shook his head and Pang lowered his arms back to his sides. Hui slowly moved out from behind the table so that he could get a better look at both men’s faces, his headache and anger suddenly forgotten in the strange reunion.
 
   “He didn’t make it through the past winter,” Sun said quietly. “He went to Shangdi peacefully one night in his sleep.”
 
   Pang looked down at the floor, his face ashen. Whoever this Guiguzi was, he must have meant a lot to Pang, Hui thought as he looked at his friend and general. In all of the years he’d known Pang he’d never seen him look so shaken. It was now Sun that put his hands onto Pang’s shoulders, offering reassurance instead of a warm welcome.
 
   “He was the only father that either of us had,” Sun said softly, and Hui saw Pang nod. “He spoke of you fondly toward the end.”
 
   Pang looked up into Sun’s eyes at that last comment and Hui saw that Pang’s eyes were red-rimmed with tears. This was a side of Pang that Hui had never seen, and the sight both intrigued him and filled him with unease. His general was a cold and unmerciful man, this sudden display of emotion wholly out of character. Pang Juan cared for no one and nothing, save for a small amount of allegiance to his adopted State of Wei. Hui had never considered Pang’s past before, taking at a given when he had been told that Pang’s family was dead and that he had never known them. Even Pang’s home state wasn’t quite clear. Now to see that the man actually had a past, with someone named Guiguzi and this man Sun Bin, well, it was all a bit much. Hui felt his headache returning.
 
   Pang shook his head slowly as he looked at Sun, confusion again in his eyes. “But what are you doing here in Lu, at the Wei Army camp, and meeting with Hui?” 
 
   Sun turned back to look at Hui, who was now standing at the side of the table. “I’m here to elicit support for Wey in their upcoming struggles against Zhao. Unfortunately I’ve been told just now that that support will not be given.”
 
   “You want Wei to support Wey against Zhao?” There was surprise in Pang’s voice as he looked at Sun. “Surely, Sun, you realize that’s a lost cause? If Zhao were not to attack Wey than some other larger state would. All of the small states are being swallowed by the larger.”
 
   “And soon they’ll have to begin chewing on each other when there’s no more small states to satisfy their hunger,” Sun said firmly as he stepped back and looked at both men. “Will Wei be the first to take that bite, or will they wait to have it taken from them by another?”
 
   “To strike first would be madness and would ensure a quick demise when all the other states rise up with their combined forces to strike down the transgressor,” Hui said.
 
   “So you do not deny that it will come to open warfare between the Seven States,” Sun said more than asked.
 
   Hui was about to offer a rebuttal but smiled instead. “I can tell that you’re an educated man, Sun Bin, and perhaps you mean to trap me into some slip of the tongue. But I assure you, it’ll be of no consequence. Anything I could say here today that you may or may not construe as support for Wey will mean nothing. My father in Anyi is the man that makes the final decisions on what the Wei Army does or does not do.”
 
   “Then I have come to see the wrong man,” Sun said icily. “I apologize for wasting your time and bid you success in your endeavors in Lu.”
 
   Hui nodded and Sun turned toward the tent flap. Pang looked at Sun’s back and then to Hui, who only shrugged. 
 
   “Sun, wait,” Pang said as he began following, but Sun had reached the tent flap and was already stepping outside. Bright sunlight again flooded into the tent and struck Hui full in the face. He groaned and shielded his eyes as Pang fled after his friend.
 
   Sun’s strides were purposeful as he made his way to the perimeter of the camp and it took several running steps for Pang to reach his side.
 
   “You tell me that our mentor has died and then barely hide your contempt for the Heir of Wei as you insult him, and then don’t even bother to say goodbye to me?” Pang gasped.
 
   “Goodbye Pang,” Sun said as he kept up his brisk pace, not even turning his head.
 
   Pang chuckled. “Sun, please. I’m not sure why you came here seeking an audience with Hui, but why don’t we sit down and talk about it.”
 
   “I must be back on the road to Wey.”
 
   “So you’re serving Wey now, is that it?”
 
   “Not in an official capacity,” Sun replied as he turned down a narrow path between the hundreds of tents around them.
 
   “Then what is it exactly that you are doing? Tell me, Sun. Maybe I can help.”
 
   Sun stopped and stared down the line of tents for a few moments before meeting Pang’s eyes.
 
   “What is it Sun? I’ve never seen you this out-of-sorts before.”
 
   Sun looked around him and then back at Pang. “Where can we speak?”
 
   “My tent is a short distance away. No one will disturb us there.”
 
   Sun shook his head. “There may be others listening. Where can we go that’s out in the open?”
 
   Pang’s brows knitted. What was Sun up to? “Where is your horse? We can ride out into the countryside.”
 
   “Down this line of tents, at the edge of the camp.”
 
    Pang nodded. “I’ll have my horse saddled and meet you there in a few minutes.”
 
   Sun nodded and turned, but Pang caught his arm and turned him back.
 
   “Sun,” he said, then looked away for a moment before the two men locked eyes once again. “How bad is it?”
 
   “It’s bad.”
 
   Pang nodded and released his grip on Sun’s arm, watching as the one man that had ever been like a brother to him turned and walked away.
 
    
 
   EIGHT
 
   Clumps of dirt and grass flew up from the earth where the horse’s hooves touched down as the two men galloped across the grassy expanse outside of the defeated capital city. They let the horses run, the wind blowing back their hair, as they moved further and further away from the sprawling army camp. Finally, as they neared the tree-lined hills, Sun reined in his horse and fell into an easy walk. Pang caught up to him and both walked their horses in silence for several minutes before Sun spoke.
 
   “You’ve come a long way since you left Guiguzi’s small mountain hermitage, Pang.”
 
   “Not so far really. We could ride there in little more than a day if we wanted to. I would like to pay my respects. You did bury him there, didn’t you?”
 
   “Under the tree that he always told us to,” Sun replied. “But that is not what I meant. A general in the Wei Army, that is a bit further than a day’s ride will take you.”
 
   “Men with talent and ambition can go far in this world, Sun. I’m surprised you’re not in a similar position with another state.”
 
   “Perhaps I am.”
 
   “Please tell me that you haven’t thrown your lot in with Wey. That’s a lost cause if there ever was one.”
 
   “Wey is the right place for the fighting between the Seven States to begin,” Sun replied quietly.
 
   “And why do you think it should be Wei and Zhao that start it?”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Pang chuckled. “Well for one thing, it’s just like Hui said back in the camp. The first state to move against another will have all the others come down upon them. It would be suicide.”
 
   “There’s nothing in the peace that says one state cannot support a smaller state against a larger.”
 
   “No, I suppose not, but I don’t think the scholars will be brought out to discuss the matter before the armies clear it up.”
 
   Sun brought his horse to a stop and Pang circled around to face him.
 
   “Wei is the most powerful of the Seven States,” Sun said. “I don’t think that any two states together could defeat them.”
 
   “Us,” Pang said. “I serve Wei and am as much a part of the state now as if I was born to it.”
 
   “So then you agree with me.”
 
   “Not so fast, Sun. What makes you think that only two states will join the fighting if Wei moves against Zhao?”
 
   “There’ll only be Zhao and one other, the way I see it,” Sun replied. “The Three Jins are the main powers of the Seven and it is they who’ll fight out the beginnings of the war; the others will sit back and watch before choosing sides.”
 
   “So Han will aid Zhao then, is that it?”
 
   “Most likely.”
 
   “And if you’re wrong, and the other states rise to Zhao’s defense?”
 
   Sun shook his head. “That won’t happen.”
 
   Pang’s brows knitted. “What makes you so sure?”
 
   Sun smiled. “Let’s call it a hunch?”
 
    “Oh, no,” Pang groaned, “not another one of your hunches. When we were boys those hunches often as not proved disastrous for us.”
 
   “We’re no longer boys, Pang, and we’re not playing games. With your position in the Wei Army and easy access to Hui and his father you can convince them.”
 
   “You’re not convincing me as to why I would even think of such a thing.”
 
   Sun stared off at the hills for several moments before speaking. “By aiding the small State of Wey, Wei will not directly be attacking Zhao. Zhao will know this and be angered, and Marquis Jing will attack. He may not move against the State’s borders, but he will attack its troops stationed in Wey and helping the Wey soldiers. Such a move will be a sure break of the peace, and the fault will lie solely with Zhao.”
 
   “That’s easy to say, but I don’t think many others will see it quite that way, Sun. For one thing, Wei army soldiers standing with the smaller State of Wey’s soldiers in the field could easily be construed as the first act of aggression and a break of the peace. The fault then will lie with Wei.”
 
   Sun looked back at Pang. “Not if Wei soldiers don’t take the field.”
 
   Pang frowned. “Then what use will they be to Wey? You’re not making much sense, Sun.”
 
   “In my view it all comes down to the intent of the soldiers entering Wey,” Sun explained. “Zhao will be coming into the state intent upon invasion, of incorporating them into Zhao. That’s as clear an act of aggression as there is. Now, if Wei, on the other hand, comes in with the intent of helping Wey, of training their soldiers let’s say, and offering a helping hand, well, that would be seen as an act of friendship, would it not? Wei will in fact have become Wey’s ally, and if we could push it even further, Wey could possibly be considered a protectorate state of Wei. If Zhao were to attack in that situation it would be an attack on Wei, and they would be the first to break the peace.”
 
   “Again, that is something that the scholars can argue after the fighting takes place, and at which point it won’t really matter. These are some technical points you’re presenting here, Sun, and not ones that most soldiers will understand or even bother trying to.”
 
   “No, but they are points that will be considered in the courts of the rulers of the Seven States when it comes time to decided which side to back and which side to fight. For many the only thing holding them back from war is the peace they signed nearly twenty years ago, and the only thing keeping that peace is the lack of aggression between the Seven. I think many already have their minds made up on who they’ll fight for whatever reasons; they’re just waiting for the opening move.”
 
   Pang took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I don’t know, Sun. It’s even a bit much for me to get my mind around. What you’re proposing, in the end, is that Wei and Zhao go to war. Who comes in on either side after that is pure speculation. Personally, I lean toward your way of thinking. I’m a military man and I’m ready to fight. As it now stands there’s no one left for me to fight. All of the smaller states are gone, only the larger remain. I know that it’s an inevitability that they’ll eventually move against one another, but it’s not my place to make the decision of when, where, why, or who against. The man that you should be talking to is hundreds of miles to the west in Anyi.”
 
   “And to talk to that man I first have to talk to you. You have the Marquis’ son’s ear. Tell him what I said here today; convince him to bring it up with his father. But I urge you Pang, act quickly, and urge him to do the same. We don’t have much time before Zhao moves against Wey. Already they’re massing their troops along their southern border. This may be the best chance for Wei to end the peace justifiably and enter into war.”
 
   Pang stared at Sun for several moments and then nodded. “I’ll see what I can do. Hui’s set to ride to the capital this day or the next. He means to place me in charge of the occupation forces here in Lu, but I’m confident I can convince him to take me with him to Anyi. If, that is, I can convince him of what you told me here today.”
 
   “Wei is power hungry, they always have been. Convincing Hui and the Marquis will be easier than you think.” Sun turned his horse east and looked back at Pang. “I’m heading back to Wey, and possibly into Zhao as well to gauge their troop dispositions. We’ll meet again soon.”
 
   “Where?” Pang asked quickly before Sun could spur his horse into motion.
 
   “I’ll find you,” Sun yelled out as he kicked his horse into a run. “Good luck.”
 
   Pang watched him gallop across the grassy plain and toward the hills, wondering what trouble his boyhood friend was getting him into now.
 
    
 
   NINE
 
   The sun shone down brightly on the walls and surrounding canals of Anyi, and they basked in its glow. Silvery shimmers of light reflected off of the dozen canals that flowed in and out of the city between its walls, while the walls themselves seemed to soak up the sun’s rays and then shoot them back out in an iridescent barrage that made looking at them in full daylight difficult at best. 
 
   Hui had no troubles looking at them from his position on one of the roads atop a small hill overlooking the city. For the first time in five years he was looking down on the only city he’d ever considered home, although in his more than forty years he suspected he’d only actually spent ten years there. Still, it was the seat of the Marquis, a city where his father and grandfather and countless others who held that title lived and ruled and made the State of Wei what it was today. 
 
   Far from entering the city after their long two-day ride from the State of Lu, however, Hui felt much more inclined to turn his chariot around and head back to the front lines of the Wei Army. There were no more front lines for the Wei Army, not anymore, he reminded himself. Yet he’d come to the city to convince his father that those front lines would need to be re-created.
 
   “How does it feel to be home again?” Pang asked from where he stood on the chariot’s platform beside Hui. “It’s been five years, hasn’t it?”
 
   “It didn’t feel like five years until I looked upon the city just now,” Hui confessed. “It’s easy to feel detached from a place when you only have memories of it, but to actually see it again with your own eyes after an absence of so long, well, it brings back a lot of feelings.”
 
   “Li-Hua will be happy to see you again, as will your son, Si Wei.”
 
   Hui shook his head. “I doubt very much that Li-Hua will be anything but happy to see me and Si was little more than a baby in his mother’s arms the last I saw him.”
 
   Pang nodded and said nothing. He knew full well that there was no real love between Hui and his wife. Li-Hua, although young and beautiful and from a noble family, had been chosen primarily because Hui’s father, Marquis Wu, insisted that his son have a viable heir if he was to continue leading troops in the field. While it would not do to have the future Marquis of Wei fall in battle without an heir, Pang wondered if the Marquis’ judgment had been correct in the matter. It was common knowledge in the army camps that Hui liked his women, and most suspected that he had quite a few children out there somewhere that even he didn’t know about. Pang was sure that Hui’s father knew about this as well, but none of those children could ever be considered as the rightful heir to Wei. True heirs came from marriage, and that is exactly what Marquis Wu arranged for his son.
 
   From what little Pang had been able to get out of Hui over the years, and that usually when they were both well into their cups, Wei had never even seen Li-Hua until the day they were married. While she was beautiful, he readily admitted, she was also shy, quiet, and submissive, all traits that Hui had always associated with his own father in relation to his grandfather, the previous Marquis Wen, and traits that he had come to despise. Many times Hui had spoken of how his grandfather would chastise his father in front of subordinates and how his father had stood by meekly and received the rebukes. Hui had vowed that he would never allow his own father to talk to him in the same way, and he had done well on the vow, primarily by not being in the same room, city, or even state as his father for most of the past fifteen years.
 
   Why Hui did not take his young wife or son along with him on their various campaigns in other states Pang was never quite sure of. Many of the leading officers in the army, and a large portion of the common soldiers, had women following behind them. They would set up their own camp just on the edge of the main army’s, and although the scorn and disdain were directed their way from the capital and even several leading generals, most had come to realize that they provided an indispensable role to the army. The women cooked and cleaned and mended clothing. They comforted their men after a hard day’s march and tended wounds after an even harder day’s fighting. While most of the women trudged along on foot behind the main army, most in little more than rags and with barely a shoe to be seen among them, the wives of the officers were often carried in litters and wore clothes that were more appropriate to a palace than a battlefield. Whenever Pang brought up the subject of Li-Hua joining her husband, however, Hui had always shaken his head and said simply that it wouldn’t’ be possible, and Pang had never pressed him on why.
 
   “Si must be seven or eight years old now,” Pang said as they both continued to stare down at the shimmering city. “No doubt he plays at being a soldier, and now you can turn that play into training.”
 
   Hui shrugged his shoulders. “Perhaps the boy has a man in his life that’s more father to him now than I could ever be.”
 
   “Your father would never allow that,” Pang said quickly.
 
   “My father cannot be everywhere and see everything, Pang.”
 
   Their conversation was interrupted by the unmistakable rumbling of several chariots coming up from behind. Pang turned to look at the approaching cars but Hui continued to look down on the city. 
 
   When they’d turned north from the Wei River an hour earlier Hui had sent their chariot far ahead of the five behind them. Pang had turned and waved them off when they tried to catch up, and they had obeyed, although he doubted that the officers had liked it. Still, they hadn’t slowed their pace by much, and Hui’s solitary view of the city from atop the hill wasn’t as long as he’d wanted it to be, Pang suspected.
 
   The first of the five chariots reached the crest of the hill and circled around to come up next to them.
 
   “Sir, we’re all here if you’re ready to enter the capital,” the officer driving the car said.
 
   Hui nodded. “Well Pang, this is my victorious homecoming. After five years in the field, and three more small states added to Wei, they should be ringing the streets to throw flowers at my feet.”
 
   Pang looked over at Hui and his brows knitted. Hui laughed at the puzzlement on Pang’s face and clapped him on the back.
 
   “I’m joking, Pang. I doubt that most of the people even realize that the borders of Wei have increased, or would even care if they did. It won’t affect them any, except for possibly driving their taxes higher.”
 
   Pang smiled and Hui picked up the reins. With a few sharp cracks across the two horse’s backs they were swiftly moving down the hill and toward the city. The shimmering of the sun on the canals increased as they drew near and Pang was forced to bring his arm up to shield his eyes, although it didn’t seem to affect Hui in the least. One of the chariots behind them rushed forward toward the gate to notify the city guards who was arriving. If Hui had wanted he could have sat atop the hill for another hour while the palace was also notified of his coming, and then many of the streets would be cleared and their path to the palace unobstructed. As it was, however, their route would be complicated at best, teeming with the carts from the countryside full of produce and the wagons of the city loaded with goods bound for far-off destinations. On top of it all would be the throngs of people that lived and worked in the city and made moving from place to place slow on a good day and downright impossible on a bad day.
 
   The chariot ahead of them reached the gates and Pang could tell from the way the driver was shouting and pointing back that he wanted those gates open, and open now. The guard seemed to realize the man was speaking the truth, for the second large door of the gate was thrown open where before their had only been one, which was more than enough to accommodate the carts and wagons of the peasants but not the large chariots of the army.
 
   As they got closer Pang could see that several of the city guards were scrambling atop horses, their light brown robes hiked up around their waists as they set off through the city streets toward the palace to yell at anyone and everyone to make way, someone important was coming through. Pang doubted that many people would heed the calls, but he also suspected that Hui was not going to slow their chariot much once they were through the gates. If the peasants wanted to be free of injury they’d best get out of the way.
 
   Hui did slow their approach once they reached the gate and went through with several salutes from the guards stationed there. The constant low thrum of the chariot’s wheels on dirt that had accompanied them for the past two days was quickly replaced by the clatter of the wooden wheels skipping over the street’s stone cobbles. It created a distinctive sound, and as soon as it began heads started to turn their way. People quickly scurried to the side of the road as Hui did not slow much. The people ceased whatever business they had been about to stand and stare as the procession wound its way through the tightly-packed streets toward the palace atop the single hill of the city. Pang wondered how many of the people recognized their future ruler steering the chariot and again how many would actually care if they did. The daily lives of the common people of the city were largely unaffected by the goings-on of the royal family. Whether Wei grew larger or smaller really made no difference to them; most struggled to put food on the table each day and had done so for generations. Whether Wei was strong or weak in relation to the other Seven States was of no consequence to them.
 
   Through the streets they wound, higher and higher as they approached the palace on the hill. The people stayed out of their way for the most part; there was only one close-call involving a small boy chasing after a dog that ran out in front of them, but thankfully both rushed out of the way just in time and were unharmed. Soon the small and tightly packed houses that made up the majority of residences in the city gave way to the larger homes of the nobility. Pang glanced behind him as they continued up the hill and saw for the first time in five years just how large the city was. He’d forgotten, he realized, as he stared down at the dozen canals winding their way along crooked and cobbled streets and the walls that seemed to stretch on for leagues around it all. Anyi was indeed a large city, one of the largest in the Seven States, and Pang would hate to think of the pains a besieging army would have to go through if they meant to take it.
 
   The homes of the nobles grew larger and larger and then eventually gave way altogether as they neared the palace grounds. Thick stone walls rose up, slanting upward at an angle as the hill grew steeper. The gates were open to them when they got to the top of the hill and Hui drove their chariot through and into the main courtyard of the palace. Surprisingly, no one was waiting for them when they came to a stop. A few stable hands took hold of the horses and chariots when Pang and Hui debarked, but other than two guards stationed at the large doors there was no one else around.
 
   “You men wait here, I’ll have someone show you to rooms where you can wash up and get something to eat,” Hui said to the men from the other five chariots that were standing behind him. 
 
   They nodded and Hui made his way toward the two guards at the doors. Both men threw the doors inward at his approach, and after a few words about the men behind him he and Pang were stepping into the carpeted halls.
 
    
 
   TEN
 
   “I don’t remember the palace ever being this empty before,” Hui said after they’d walked several yards down the main hallway, its walls lined with rich tapestries depicting the surrounding countryside in all its seasons. “Something just doesn’t feel right to me.”
 
   “The guards at the door would have mentioned if anything was out of place,” Pang said reassuringly. “Perhaps there’s something occurring in the throne room just now that has most of the palace attendants busy.”
 
   Hui grunted, but Pang couldn’t tell if it was an affirmation of what he’d said or not. Either way, they continued down the hallway past several side halls before coming to another large pair of double doors that Pang knew from previous visits was the entrance to the throne room. Rarely used during Marquis Wen’s time as ruler, due to his frequent visits to areas conquered by his army, the throne room was afforded much greater use during the reign of his son. Marquis Wu rarely left Anyi, and barely even ventured out of the palace. The first time Pang had met the ruler of Wei had been in the throne room when Hui had sought approval of his appointment as a general of the army. Pang remembered the man only slightly, but the one thing that stood out in his mind now was how average he had seemed. Pang had been expecting a man that would inspire confidence among his subjects and propel men to war just by his mere presence. Instead the man he was brought before reminded him more of a simple shopkeeper than the ruler of the most powerful state of the Seven States.
 
   “No guards,” Hui said as they reached the doors and looked over at Pang.
 
   Pang shrugged and Hui pushed one of the doors open. Inside the light from the upper windows was slanting down through the large side columns onto an empty room, its large stone floor completely clear except for the empty throne at the far end of the room.
 
   “Nothing and no one,” Hui said. “Obviously my father isn’t holding court today.”
 
   Pang glanced about the room as they stood in the doorway. “It doesn’t look like court has been held in some time, judging from the amount of dust.” Pang motioned toward the floor and Hui rubbed his foot over a spot, creating a small smudge in the thin layer of dust that was there.
 
   “That is not like my father; usually he held court at least once a week. Something is not right.”
 
   “Many things can happen in five years, perhaps he grew tired of the constant barrage of petitioners that no doubt took up most of his time.”
 
   Hui looked at him for several moments as if weighing his words, then stepped back out into the hallway. “We’ll head to the royal apartments; that’s the only place he could be.”
 
   They turned back the way they had come and took one of the side halls that branched off from the main hallway. Hui led them through several more turns and then up a small staircase as if he’d never been gone from the palace a day in the past five years. Finally as they took another turn, Pang totally lost as to where they were, a man appeared, the fist they’d seen since entering the palace.
 
   “Where is the Marquis?” Hui asked as soon as he saw the man.
 
   The man was obviously a servant of some sort, for his robes were simple and stained, most probably from working in the kitchens. He looked frightened by the two men before him, both dusty from their long ride that day. He quickly stammered something unintelligible before Hui held up his hand. The man took a gulp and started again, much slower.
 
   “Marquis Wu is in his bedroom, as always, sir.”
 
   “As always? What do you mean by that?”
 
   “Sir, the Marquis has been sick the whole of this year and much of the last. For the past several months he hasn’t left his bedchamber.”
 
   The man looked at the two of them like they’d just wandered into the palace from somewhere far off, which was pretty much the case. Pang looked from the man to Hui and saw that his brows were knitted in confusion as he stared away. After a moment he looked back at the man and thanked him and then started down the hall again before the servant was quite sure what had happened.
 
   “Sick,” Hui said after they’d taken yet another turn in the hallway. “Sick for more than a year and I was never told!”
 
   “Maybe it’s not that bad,” Pang ventured, but he knew that couldn’t be the case. A sickness lasting for more than a year, and one which was now confining the Marquis to his bed, was not something minor.
 
   Hui said nothing as they continued down the hall, their pace faster. They passed more servants; a few were carrying bowls of water or dishes, one a bowl of rags in reddish water. Hui craned his head back to take a second look at that, but quickly continued on. At last they came to another pair of large doors, this time with two guards stationed on either side with dagger-axes in their hands. Both men stood at attention when they saw who it was that was approaching. Hui didn’t stop to ask them anything before he pushed one of the doors open and entered the room, Pang close behind him. Inside the room was dark, the curtains drawn and just a few candles burning in wall sconces near the door with another single stick beside the bed. It was that candle that illuminated Marquis Wu. Pang had to squint his eyes when he saw the man, so gaunt and emaciated was his face. The face, once so average that Pang took it for the face of a shopkeeper, was a shadow of itself. The eyes were deeply sunken into their sockets and the cheekbones were so pronounced that it was amazing there was any skin on them at all. The once black beard and mustache that flowed together down to his chest were now white as ash, and atop his head the once long black hair was no more, replaced instead with wisps of white, strands no longer than Pang’s finger. What was most startling of all, however, were the lips. Marquis Wu’s entire face seemed to have taken on a white pallor, but the lips were a bright red, brighter even than many a young girl’s. 
 
   Hui started toward the bed slowly, his eyes locked on the man before him, a man that was not so much his father as a ghost. The people around the bed, whether they were servants or advisors, backed away at the son’s approach to his father. Marquis Wu gave a short cough as his son neared and moved a rag up to his mouth, a rag spotted red with blood. Pang took a few steps forward and then to the side to stand near the others that had moved away from the bed. 
 
   Hui reached the bed and stood a few paces away from his father, staring down at him. Both men looked at one another for several moments before a fit of coughing took hold of the Marquis and he pulled the bloody cloth up to his mouth. The coughing lasted several moments and strangely added some color to his face, but only for a moment before draining away again entirely to leave his face white. Marquis Wu pulled the rag away and Pang could see some fresh blood dotting his chin even from several paces away.
 
   “Father,” Hui began slowly, “why didn’t you send word?”
 
   “So you could leave your men in the field and rush back here to sit by my side, holding my hand and waiting for me to die?” Wu said in a voice barely more than a whisper and which everyone in the room including Hui craned to hear.
 
   Hui seemed to be taken aback by the comment, or perhaps by the amount of life still left in the frail body before him. The man might not be strong but his words certainly were.
 
   “A bird at least notifying me of your condition would have been the proper thing to do,” he said after a few moments.
 
   “So that you could worry about me and what you would do with the state after I’m gone?” Wu asked before shaking his head slightly. “Your mind needed to be on the fighting, not me.”
 
   “That fighting is done now, father. I should have been told!”
 
   “Well now you see, and that is even better,” Wu said before another fit of coughing cut off his words.
 
   All in the room waited, trying not to look as the ruler of Wei coughed his lifeblood up. Still, few were able to look away, either. At last the fit passed and in between deep, wheezing breaths Wu was able to get a few words out.
 
   “The smaller states are all finished now, Hui, and the larger are positioning themselves for war.”
 
   “I know father. Even as we speak Zhao is preparing to move against the last of the small states, Wey.”
 
   Wu held up his hand for his son to stop. “Zhao is doing much more than that. Over the past year they’ve been moving their capital from Jinyang to Handan.”
 
   “Handan!” Hui said in surprise. “That’s less than a day’s ride from our border.”
 
   “And from the border of Wey,” Wu said between coughs. “But I don’t think the small state of Wey is the main reason they moved their capital.”
 
   “They expect more fighting once Wey is finished,” Hui said, “fighting between the Seven.”
 
   “But who will start it, Hui?” Wu asked, and even from his distance Pang could see the deeply set eyes boring into Hui. “All are still held by the peace that was signed nearly twenty years ago. Not once in that time has it been broken.”
 
   “There are a few rulers not held by that peace,” Hui said. “Marquis Wen of Han and Duke Fei of Qi being the main two.”
 
   “Duke Fei is closer to death than I,” Wu said. “His son Yinqi has already proclaimed himself king, King Wei of Qi.” Wu began coughing again but it was only for a few moments this time, but still his rag had a few new splotches of blood on it. “And for several years now Qin has not been held by the peace, not since Duke Xian came into power.”
 
   “Qin is nothing,” Hui said quickly and in a mocking tone.
 
   “Don’t be so quick to dismiss Qin,” Wu said loudly, more loudly than Pang thought the dying man capable of. “Do you remember that young student of Liu Kui’s by chance?” When Hui shook his head Wu continued. “Wei Yang his name was. It seems that when he left Wei after my father died he managed to find his way to Qin and take up service there. He calls himself Shang Yang now and the changes that he’s implemented there are not to be taken lightly.”
 
   Hui shook his head as if to dismiss the talk of a state he knew could never be a threat and didn’t want to waste time discussing. “Father, Zhao will move against Wey and many think we should try and stop them.”
 
   “Move against Zhao? Break the peace? No, Hui, we cannot do that.”
 
   “But father, if–”
 
   Hui’s words were broken off by another fit of coughing from Marquis Wu. This one was more violent than any of the previous fits and Wu’s face became nearly as red as the rag he held to his mouth. It went on and on and several servants rushed to his side to do what they could to ease his suffering, which wasn’t much. Finally after what seemed an eternity, and when everyone besides the two servants had backed away from the bed, the coughing died away and Marquis Wu rested peacefully, his eyes closed. Hui slowly moved closer to the bed and the two servants seeing to his father.
 
   “Is he…?” He began in a quite voice.
 
   “No, only sleeping,” one of the women said. “Often now he will cough himself unconscious. It’s not easy to tell, but you can see his chest moving slightly.”
 
   Hui looked down at the thin blanket covering his father and could just discern a slight movement beneath.
 
   “One of these days he’ll cough himself to death,” a man’s voice said loudly from the far wall.
 
   Hui squinted into the blackness of that side of the room but could see nothing.
 
   “One of these days he’ll cough you right onto the throne of Wei,” the voice said again, closer this time.
 
   From the shadows stepped a man, his hair, beard, and mustache as white as could be and his robes the deepest black. Hui recognized him immediately as his grandfather’s and then his father’s Minister of War, Zhai Huang.
 
   “And one of these days is not far off,” Zhai said as he came up on the opposite side of the bed from Hui to look down at Wu breathing faintly before turning his gaze to Hui. “Will you be ready when that time comes?”
 
   Hui stared at Zhai for several moments as the man’s eyes took their fill of him. Hui was surprised the old man was still around; he’d been old when his father came to power nearly twenty years before, and at that time he’d already served his grandfather for nearly his entire reign. Would he live to serve another Marquis? Hui wondered as he looked at the man.
 
   “No one can ever be fully ready to assume the mantle of power that comes with leading a state,” Hui said evenly, his eyes going from Zhai back to his father and then up to Zhai again. “Although with the present state that Wei is in, I don’t anticipate any real problems.”
 
   “There are problems on all sides of us and have been for many years.”
 
   Hui’s brows knitted in thought as he stared at Zhai. “The Seven?’
 
   Zhai nodded. “They’re preparing for war as we speak, have been for years now. They’re just waiting for the first move to be made, for some new ruler to come to power and give them the excuse they’ve been waiting for.” His eyes narrowed as he seemed to look right through Hui. “Is it you they’ve been waiting for?”
 
   Hui shook his head and looked back down at his father. “I’ll not be the first to break the peace, old man. Not when there is a way to ensure that Zhao will first.”
 
   “Oh?” Zhai asked in mock surprise. “And how is that?”
 
   Hui motioned behind him toward Pang and Pang came forward. “Zhai Huang I don’t think you’ve ever met my leading general, Pang Juan. Pang, this is my father’s, and my grandfather before him, Minister of War, Zhai Huang.”
 
   Pang nodded his head deferentially toward the older man on the other side of the bed. “It is an honor, sir.”
 
   Zhai directed his hard gaze at Pang, studying him. “You’ve risen quickly, more quickly than is common in the Army of Wei. Most generals have to serve twice as long in the lower ranks as you did before attaining such a position.”
 
   “Pang is quite deserving of his station, I assure you,” Hui said, “and it is his idea about Zhao which may ensure that we can lure Zhao into attacking us first.”
 
   Zhai looked from Hui back to Pang. “Is it now?”
 
   “It all centers on Wey,” Pang began. “If we can just draw them into–”
 
   Pang stopped as Zhai held up his hand. The Minister of War for two marquis’ shook his head and turned away from them to head toward one of the heavily curtained windows. Pang looked to Hui but he just frowned and shook his head. Both turned and watched as Zhai reached the window and stared out a small slit between the curtain and the wall. Finally, without turning back to them, he spoke.
 
   “I often wondered when your father came to the throne if I would serve you one day as well, Hui. For the past year and a half that’s looked likely, with your father taking ill. At the time I said to myself that I’d serve you as I served your father and grandfather before you, that is if you would have me.” He turned back from the window to look at the two men still standing beside the bed. “I realize now that I cannot do that. I can see now, Hui, that you are convinced you can start this war without any of the consequences inherent in such a choice. To believe that is madness, for it will surely bring about Wei’s downfall, and I cannot be a part of that. For my whole life I have helped lift Wei up, I can’t sit by and watch it fall.”
 
   “But if you would just hear me out,” Pang began, but Hui put a hand on his arm to stop him. He stared at Zhai for several moments before nodding his head.
 
   “You’ve served Wei faithfully, Zhai, and if it’s a dismissal from service that you’re asking for than you shall have it, with the full benefits of a retirement fitting your station.”
 
   Zhai nodded. “If you mean to move against Zhao, even if you convince yourselves that they are in fact making the first move, then yes, I’m afraid I will have to take you up on your offer.”
 
   “The drums of war are beating, Zhai, and Wei cannot sit by idly and listen to them pound. We are the most powerful of the Seven States and we will have a leading role in the fight to come.”
 
   “Then I wish you well in that endeavor, Shangdi knows you’ll need it.”
 
   The two men looked at one another for a moment longer before Zhai nodded and turned away from the window and toward the door. Hui kept his gaze locked on his father breathing shallowly as Zhai left, but Pang watched him leave the room, his brows furrowing. Men like Zhai were sought after all throughout the Seven States, their years of knowledge and experience looked upon as just as essential as well-trained and equipped troops. For all of his talk of serving Wei for his whole life, Pang wasn’t so sure how far the man’s loyalty went. He claimed his affairs were in order, and Pang knew that Hui would give him his due for those years of service, but Pang suspected things greater than money and well-being motivated Zhai. He most likely had grown accustomed to the power that comes from having the ruler of one of the leading state’s ears. Would he try and find another ruler that would listen to his counsel, one that Wei would perhaps have to fight in the near future?
 
   Pang was shaken from his thoughts by Hui’s hand on his shoulder.
 
   “Gather together the highest ranking commanders currently in the city, Pang. I want to have a council tonight on where things stand in the Seven States. My father’s declaration that Zhao has moved its capital was unknown to me, and I mean for that to be the last surprise before things heat up.”
 
   Pang nodded. “They’ll be assembled and waiting.”
 
    
 
   ELEVEN
 
   The dark green frog was barely discernable sitting on the lily pad of nearly the same color. Its large bulbous eyes seemed to be staring at everything and nothing as its vocal sack grew and compressed with its steady breathing. If it wasn’t for that continual in-and-out movement the frog would have been as good as invisible, but Si Wei knew what to look for when he was hunting frogs. 
 
   On his stomach, he crept closer and closer to the edge of the pond as silently as he could. He was out of the frogs view, coming at it from behind, but he knew from experience that frogs had eyes on the back of their heads. How else would they have thwarted his silent approaches so often in the past? 
 
   Si Wei’s dark brown eyes stayed locked on the frog as he brought his hands out to his sides and slowly began to move them forward. He would have only one chance at it, he knew, and he had to make the most of it. The frog was small, barely larger than one of his small hands, and if he didn’t slap both of his hands down together at the same instant the frog would get away from him. Si’s tongue came out of his mouth as he licked his lips in anticipation. Just a few more inches and he’d be in place for the lunge.
 
   Now! All at once Si shot his hands forward and down onto the frog. The small amphibian made a valiant attempt at escape, nearly hopping off of the lily pad and into the water just in time, but just nearly. Si’s hands came down together at the exact same moment and caught the frog in their grasp. A look of shock and surprise appeared for a moment on Si’s face before being replaced by a huge smile. He did it! He could feel the frog squirming in his hands, and as he brought his catch closer to his face he loosened his grip just enough to get a look and make sure that there actually was a frog hidden inside his hands. The peek almost cost him, for the frog nearly jumped free, but Si was faster and had been expecting such a move. He quickly tightened his grip, but not too tight; he didn’t want to harm the creature, after all.
 
   Pulling his arms back he placed his elbows on the grass below him and pushed himself up, getting one knee and then a foot up. He turned and began to run.
 
   “Mother, I –”
 
   Si was stopped from his mad dash toward wherever his mother was in the palace gardens by a man standing in front of him. The sudden appearance of a strange man where there shouldn’t be one sent a sudden fright into Si and his hands loosened enough for the frog to leap free. The small creature took two hops on the grass and then a giant leap into the pond, but Si didn’t take notice of any of it, so focused was he on the man before him.
 
   “That was a good catch,” the man said. “Although I remember the frogs being a bit larger when I was your age.”
 
   Si narrowed his eyes at the comment. Who was this man that knew about palace frogs when he was supposedly a boy? 
 
   “And when I was your age I fashioned a net together, too,” the man continued. “It made it a lot easier to catch the larger ones that liked to sit out toward the middle of the pond, and even came in handy with butterflies and dragonflies as well.”
 
   Si watched as the stranger now narrowed his eyes at him and gave him a sly, knowing look. “Do you have a net, Si?”
 
   “No,” Si said slowly, not at all surprised that a stranger would know his name. He was the youngest member of the Wei Royal Family, after all; people all over the state knew his name.
 
   “Well, we shall have to head down to the docks some day and secure some old fishing nets and a good pole. Then you can really wreak some havoc in these gardens.”
 
   Si smiled at that, and pointed back at the pond. “There’s a real big bullfrog that lives out in the middle of the pond that I’ve been wanting to catch forever. I call him Wen, after my grandfather.”
 
   A slight smile appeared at the corners of the man’s mouth. “I do believe Wen was in this pond when I was your age. I think I might have even caught him once or twice.”
 
   “Really!” Si nearly shouted with amazement.
 
   “Big, dark green with yellow spots?”
 
   “That’s him!” Si yelled. “You really caught him?”
 
   “Once or twice, although to tell you the truth, it was more like he was catching me.”
 
   Si’s eyes became as large as plates at that and all he could do was stand and stare.
 
   “Si!” a woman’s voice called from the distance. “Si, where are you?”
 
   The boy’s eyes went even wider, and not from awe this time. “I’m here mother,” he called out.
 
   “You leave those frogs alone now, Si. I’ve told you a hundred times not to touch those filthy creatures.” The woman’s voice was louder and very near, and a moment later she appeared from behind some trees on the path that wound through the garden and bordered one edge of the pond. “And that water’s not any cleaner,” she continued before stopping suddenly when she caught sight of the man before her son.
 
   “Hui!”
 
   Hui smiled at how she said his name, full of surprise and with just a trace of fear.
 
   “Li-Hua,” Hui said in reply.
 
   Si looked from his mother to the man, not sure what to make of the sudden look that had come onto his mother’s face, or the man that was using her real name, something no one in the palace ever did except for his grandfather, who he hadn’t even seen in more than a year.
 
   “Mother?” he asked, confused as to what was going on.
 
   She came up behind Si and put her arms around him as she continued to stare at Hui. “It’s alright, Si. This is Hui Wei, your father.”
 
   Si’s eyes narrowed and he cocked his head to one side. “My father?”
 
   “That’s right, Si,” Hui said as he stepped forward and squatted down so that they were face-to-face, “back from battling the smaller states to the east.”
 
   Si didn’t know how to respond to that, so he just stared his wide-eyed stare at Hui. After a few moments his mother released her grip on him and nudged him forward.
 
   “Si, why don’t you run along and find Mistress Lin and get washed up before dinner.”
 
   The boy nodded with his wide-eyes still on Hui and ran off around the other side of the pond, vanishing behind some trees. Hui watched him go before turning back to Li-Hua.
 
   “He’s grown,” he said as he looked his wife up and down. Her long hair was so black in shone nearly purple in the light of the garden, and was a stark contrast to her pale white skin. Her brown eyes were large, her nose and mouth small and she didn’t look to have put on a single ounce of weight since Hui saw her last, five years before.
 
   “They do that, especially in the span of five years,” Li-Hua replied. Her eyes were still on the place in the trees where Si had disappeared, but she slowly turned them back to Hui. “You’ll be saying the same thing in another five years when we next see you.”
 
   Her tone was petulant and had a bite to it, something that Hui had expected. 
 
   “I may not be leaving the palace so soon,” he said as he moved closer to the pond and stared down at the brown water for a moment before turning back to Li-Hua, her eyes still on him. “The smaller states have all been defeated, save for Wey, which Zhao is in the process of moving against as we speak.”
 
   “You’ll find someone to fight, you always do.”
 
   “That may be the case, but I won’t do the fighting, nor will I lead the effort in the field.” He took a few steps closer to her and watched as she held her head up defiantly. “My father won’t last much longer and then I’ll be Marquis. Pang is a capable general, and there are many more like him.” He glanced back to the edge of the pond where Si had run. “I think it might be time for me to attend my duties here at home.”
 
   Li-Hua looked at the ground and nodded. “Si needs a father at his age.”
 
   “And you need a husband.”
 
   Li-Hua’s head shot up, her eyes defiant. “But do you need a wife? From what I’ve heard you’ve had no problem finding a new woman every night.”
 
   Hui’s eyes narrowed. “Where have you heard such rumors?”
 
   Li-Hua scoffed and shook her head. “They’re not rumors, Hui.”
 
   They stared at one another for a few moments before Hui slowly nodded his head. “I’ve not been the best husband, Shangdi knows, but I hope that by being a good father to Si you’ll give me a chance to be a good husband to you.”
 
   Li-Hua sucked in her cheek and stared at Hui for several moments. “It’s nearly time for dinner; I don’t want Si wondering where I’m at.” She began to move by him and then stopped. “Will you be eating with us?”
 
   Hui shook his head. “I’ve called a meeting together of all the army officers in the city.”
 
   “I thought all of our enemies were defeated.”
 
   “The smaller states were never our enemies, only our prey. The Seven are who we contend with now.”
 
   “But the peace,” Li-Hua said.
 
   “Words on paper, and old words at that. Two of the rulers are no longer even bound by them.”
 
   “I see,” Li-Hua said as she stared of into the distance, her face furrowed in thought.
 
   “Go before the food gets cold,” Hui said as he placed his hand on her shoulder.
 
   Li-Hua looked up at him with worry in her eyes and nodded before heading back toward the path from which she’d appeared. Hui watched her go, thinking all the while that she was more beautiful now than she’d ever been.
 
    
 
   TWELVE
 
   The room was full of army officers when Hui arrived, ranked all the way from lieutenants to generals. The hum of conversation died away almost immediately as he entered the room and all eyes fell upon him. He purposefully made his way to the end of the three long tables that stretched the length of the room and turned to face the men. He clasped his hands behind his back and scanned the faces for several moments. 
 
   How many of these men would help lift Wei to victory over its enemies? How many would be dead before the year was up? And how many would defect to another state for one reason or the other? Hui asked himself those questions as he looked at the men, some not much older than boys it seemed, others older than his father. He looked for Zhai Huang, wondering if the Minister of War would have changed his mind, but that didn’t appear to be the case. Oh well, Hui thought, any one of these men could be named the new Minister of War, and would probably do just as fine a job. What did the Minister of War do, anyway? It was the troops in the field that did the actual fighting, the generals above them that made the real decisions. 
 
   Hui cleared his throat and waited another moment, letting the anticipation build.
 
   “Men, in the past five years we’ve defeated the states of Song, Zheng, and Lu. There are no more small states left for us to fight.” He paused to let his words sink in. Many of these men had spent their whole lives in the military, their fathers and grandfathers before them as well. They knew nothing else but fighting, and from the worried looks that crossed many of their faces, Hui knew that they didn’t like what they were hearing. 
 
   “One small state remains in all of the Seven States,” Hui continued. “The small State of Wey will be attacked by Zhao in a matter of weeks, if not sooner. If Zhao was not moving against Wey then we would be. But unfortunately that is not the case.”
 
   Hui began pacing slowly in front of the tables, his eyes going to the floor and then to the men as he spoke. “For the past twenty years the Seven States have been at peace. Many think that they will remain at peace for another twenty years, perhaps longer.” He stopped his pacing for a moment to look at the men. “I do not.”
 
   He had the men’s rapt attention as he began moving once again. 
 
   “The peace that was signed in Luoyang twenty years ago, a peace which my grandfather Marquis Wen was instrumental in bringing about, has seen its time come and go. The agreement was signed by the then rulers of the Seven States, prohibiting them or their sons from waging war against any of the other Seven for as long as they shall live.” He stopped again to look at the men. “The peace was a good thing and my grandfather was a wise man. For twenty years we’ve been able to focus our attention on the small states around us, enriching ourselves and expanding our borders in the process. But now there are no small states left. The only logical conclusion is that the Seven will begin fighting amongst themselves once again.”
 
   Hui noticed several men nod their heads in agreement as he began moving again.
 
    “Already there are two rulers that are no longer held by the peace: Marquis Wen of Han has seen both his grandfather and father pass away, as has Duke Xian of Qin.” Several men in the room snickered at the mention of Qin, but they were quickly stifled by a sharp glance from Hui. “Furthermore, the new rulers of Qi hailing from House Tian were never bound by the peace in the first place. Duke Fei of Qi is on his deathbed, so I’ve been told, and his son is proclaiming himself King Wei of Qi.” Several of the men grumbled at the mention of that, but Hui stilled them with a raise of his hand. “In the years to come we can expect to see many rulers come and go as the wages of war change, and many of them will proclaim themselves king. The title that was once only held by the rulers of Zhou does not seem to have the same importance attached to it among some of these lesser men.”
 
   Hui stopped and stared out at the men in silence for several moments before continuing. 
 
   “Wei is still bound by the peace. My father signed the agreement the day after my grandfather died. That means that I cannot move against one of the Seven without reprisal, a reprisal which will surely come in the form of several or all of the other Seven States moving against me. For years the rulers of the other states have been waiting for just such an opportunity, but I assure you I will not give it to them.” He paused and a sly grin came to his face. “I have another plan, one that involves coming to the aid of Wey so that Zhao will attack us.”
 
   The room broke out in a low hum as the men commented on what they’d just heard. Hui gave a slight smile and glanced over at Pang who was standing at the side of the room. Pang nodded back to him and after a few moments Hui raised his arms for silence. “’But won’t Wei in effect be breaking the peace first?’ many of you are asking. I don’t think so. Already we have a reliable source within the Wey government that assures us we will be invited into Wey as friends, but to the other states way of thinking, as conquerors. When Zhao then moves against them they will also be moving against us. We will be justified in retaliating, not just against Zhao, but against any state we wish: Wei will no longer be bound by the peace.”
 
   Hui was happy to see many of the men smile at his words, but troubled to see quite a few of the older men frown. That’s where the trouble would come from, Hui knew. The men that had served long enough to know what the peace between the Seven States meant, and how important it was, were going to be the hardest to win over. Still, not all of the older men were frowning; many still yearned for a fight. There was hope yet.
 
   Hui hung his head and looked down at the floor and the room fell silent yet again. He raised his eyes to the men and shook his head.
 
   “I unfortunately will not be leading you men in the field like I have been for much of the last twenty years. My father is gravely ill and close to death. While his mind is still strong his body is weak, and eventually that weakness will kill him. I’ve decided that my place is here in Anyi where I can be close to him and prepare to step into his place when the time comes.” He raised his arm toward Pang against the wall. “In my place I am putting General Pang Juan.” Pang stepped forward so that all could get a look at him. Most knew him by reputation but this was the first time that many were actually seeing him in person. “Pang has fought by my side for nearly twenty years and has proven his valor and cunning to me many times over. He is the right man to take you out into the field on this, perhaps our finest hour. I have much confidence in him, and I believe you will as well.”
 
   Hui lowered his arm and Pang stepped back to the wall. 
 
   “Men, I will not lie to you,” he continued, “this fight that we are embarking on will be long and costly. The Seven States have never fallen into outright war with one another since there have been Seven States, not all Seven at once. It looks like we are now on the eve of that happening, and many of you in this room tonight will not live to see the end of it, either because of wounds suffered in the field or because of old age. We are on the cusp of a war that could last for years, generations even. Victory will not come easily, but it will taste all the sweeter when it does come. Fight hard, stay strong, and remember that you are part of the most powerful of all the Seven States: the State of Wei.”
 
   Several of the men cheered as Hui finished and started to walk back through the room of men. He had never been much inclined to making speeches of inspiration to the men, but he felt that what he’d just said came off rather well.
 
   “You know for a fact that Wey will welcome us?” a voice asked from the edge of the room.
 
   Hui craned his head to see who it was that’d asked that question, but there were many men around him and he couldn’t’ be certain even in which direction the question had come from. He pushed on through the press of men, smiling and clapping shoulders as he went.
 
   “What if this is just some ruse devised by Zhao to pull us into their fight?” the voice came again.
 
   Hui stopped, a frown on his face as he peered all around him. The men around him parted, and Hui saw who it was that was speaking. From the edge of the room near the door came Zhai Huang, by far the oldest figure in the room, and Hui feared, the most respected.
 
   “And what if Zhao calls in another state for support when we attack them in Wey, as we most assuredly will? What will we do then, when our only ally is a small, weak state?”
 
   Zhai stopped a few feet from Hui and gazed at him questioningly. “I think these men here have a right to know exactly what is going on. If you’re going to ask them to throw their lives away needlessly the least you can do is tell them the truth.”
 
   Several murmurings arose around him from the assembled men at that remark, and Hui had to raise his arms up for silence.
 
   “We’ve been assured by one working closely with the Wey government that Wey wants our help,” Hui said loudly for all to hear. “And I mean for us to begin assembling our troops immediately to heed that call.”
 
   “It seems a little fanciful to me that we can just trick Zhao and all of the other states into thinking that we’ve been an ally of Wey all along,” Zhai pressed on, looking at the men around him. “The Seven are not blind and I don’t think for a minute that such a feeble attempt at subterfuge will fool anyone.”
 
   “If we can get our troops into Wey before Zhao does than it will work!” Hui said sharply, anger edging into his voice at the questioning from Zhai. The man should have been gone by now, back to whatever country estate he had waiting for him. Instead he was here raising doubts among the men that Hui had just done so much to convince.
 
   “Who is this man that you say is working with the government of Wey?” Zhai asked, his eyes narrowing at Hui. “He is not a citizen of Wey yet has their best interests at heart? This seems a little flimsy to pin our hopes on, doesn’t it?”
 
   Many men were nodding their heads at that comment, and quite a few voiced their agreement. Hui was losing them.
 
   “Sun Bin is the man working with Wey,” Pang’s voice called out loudly from across the room, the crowd of soldiers opening a path for him. “I have known him all my life and can assure you that he is a man of honor. If he says that he’s working with Wey and that Wey wants our help, then that is truly the case.”
 
   Zhai nodded and Hui thought the old man was done. He was just about to start moving through the crowd again, vowing to himself that he would punish Zhai thoroughly when they were not out in the open, when the old man spoke up again.
 
   “And what will happen after you push Zhao out of Wey? Will you then invade Zhao, hoping to take that strong state like you’ve taken so many weaker states over the years? I hope not, for I can assure you that that’ll be a long and drawn out fight, one that does indeed last generations. Or is another of the Seven the true target? Perhaps a weaker state, like Qin, which I can assure you gentlemen, is no longer as weak as you think it is.”
 
   “We will take things one day at a time,” Pang said. “No one can be certain what will happen after Zhao is driven out of Wey, and to plan too far after that would be folly.”
 
   “It’s folly to follow this course at all!” Zhai shot back. “Wait, I say. Let Zhao take Wey and wait for another of the Seven to make the first move against one of their peers. The first blood will not be on Wei’s hands then, something which in my opinion will only lead to catastrophe.”
 
   “And we thank you for your opinion, Zhai,” Pang said. “You have served Wei faithfully for many years, but your service is now at an end, as requested earlier today by yourself. We thank you for your words here tonight, allowing all of us to see just how narrow and precarious a course we perhaps are on.” Pang directed his gaze to the men around him, addressing the crowd now more than Zhai. “Our course is uncharted, and that is what makes it seem dangerous and fearful. We will be heading into the unknown first, before any of the other Seven States do so. We will be bloodied and bruised, as are all who head into the dark unknown, but we will also be the first to triumph, for when you go where no one else has gone before you are the first to reap the spoils of your bravery and courage. It is bravery and courage that we will need going ahead over these next few months and years. There may be setbacks here and there, but there will be triumphs as well, triumphs so great and so sweet that all past pains will be forgotten.”
 
   The men in the room pressed in closer to hear Pang’s words and Zhai was pushed out of the way and forgotten. Hui listened with one ear to what Pang was saying, happy that his friend was thwarting whatever doubts Zhai had been trying to sow into the men’s minds, while also watching the Minister of War. The old man seemed deflated by the soldier’s reactions to Pang’s words. They were listening to the wrong advice, he knew, but then he should realize by now that men of war don’t want to hear about the safe course and the dangers ahead. They want to hear of victories and triumphs, and Pang was giving it to them. Hui watched as Zhai shook his head after he’d been pushed back toward the wall by the clamoring press of bodies, and then slowly leave the room. Hui turned back to Pang, who was just finishing up his speech amid a loud chorus of cheers. Whatever doubts the old man had put into men’s heads were already long gone.
 
    
 
   THIRTEEN
 
                 Pang crept through the dirty alleys with his eyes wide. This was not the part of the city he’d expected to find himself in, and he didn’t much care for it. Rats scurried about beneath his feet and the more brazen ones stared at him from atop moldering crates and boxes. Waste was everywhere, both food and human. Narrow streams of excrement floated by on the edges of the alleyway and the smell was unbearable.
 
                 Twice already Pang had stopped to check the directions given to him by one of the older palace servants. It had taken Pang the better part of the previous evening to track someone down that’d served during the time of Wu Qi, but finally Pang had been successful. The man was hesitant to talk, but once Pang had assured him that it was for the betterment of the state his jaw had flapped. And he’d had no qualms about drawing a rudimentary map for Pang either.
 
                 Pang took the map out now for a third time and stared down at it. What street markings there were in this shantytown area of the city weren’t much. He’d been able to keep track of where he was in relation to the map up until just a few streets ago. Looking down at the map now he was convinced that he was in the right area.
 
                 He looked up again. It wasn’t smart to be in this area of the city alone, but he couldn’t risk telling others what he was up to. Certainly not Hui; the heir to Wei was already back in the palace and waiting for word that Pang’s army had pulled out of the capital. He shouldn’t even be wasting his time in these back alleys.
 
                 Pang shook his head and moved on. That line of thinking wouldn’t help him find this house, or hovel more likely. It had to be around here somewhere, according to what the servant had said.
 
                 “’It’s got a brown roof and flowers in the window,’” Pang said softly to himself, repeating the words the man had told him the night before. “It’s got to be –”
 
                 There it was, the only place in this flea-infested part of the city he’d seen with flowers in the window. They weren’t much, that was for sure, with most dying or already dead, but they were flowers. He moved up to the shack and listened. There was no sound inside so he crept up to the open window and peered inside. No one was there. Perhaps this wasn’t the best–
 
                 “What are you doing?” a woman’s voice came from behind him.
 
                 Pang turned around to see an elderly woman that was still strikingly beautiful. Her long black hair had long turned to a dark grey, but it hung just as luminously as a woman half her age. Age lines crowded around her eyes and her brow was wrinkled, but it was her piercing eyes that really set her apart.
 
                 I can see why both Wu Qi and Hui Wei fell in love with her, Pang thought to himself.
 
                 The woman was holding a basket of nearly rotten vegetables and eyeing him suspiciously. Pang figured he’d better say something soon before she called for a guard.
 
                 “Do you live here by chance?” Pang began.
 
                 “Aye, this is my home,” the woman replied. “What is it you’re doing here peering in the windows?”
 
                 “I’m looking for someone that lived here once, long ago,” Pang said.
 
                 The woman’s brows shut up at that remark and she seemed intrigued.
 
                 “What might their name have been?” she asked.
 
                 “It was a woman, and her name was Meilin.”
 
                 The woman nodded. “She died a long time ago.”
 
                 There was no hesitation in her voice and she started forward almost before the words were out of her mouth.
 
                 “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to–”
 
                 Pang held out his arm to stop the woman. “I need to know about your husband.”
 
                 “I don’t know what you’re talking about, now let me be!”
 
                 “You’re Meilin and you were married to General Wu Qi of the State of Wei, later of the State of Chu, don’t deny it!”
 
                 “What do you want?” the woman shouted.
 
                 Pang looked around quickly. It wouldn’t do to draw unwanted eyes, or a crowd ready to defend an old woman in distress.
 
                 “Let’s talk inside,” Pang said in a tone that brooked no argument. 
 
                 He grabbed hold of the woman he was now convinced was indeed Meilin and moved toward the door to her shack. As he’d expected it wasn’t locked and he quickly stepped inside the one small room, pulling the woman behind him.
 
                 “You’re hurting me!” she shouted.
 
                 Pang twirled her around by the arm and then released her so she flew into the only chair in the room. She looked up at him with eyes both startled and determined.
 
                 “You’re Meilin, aren’t you?” Pang said more than asked.
 
                 The woman nodded. “I am, what’s it to you? I can tell from your clothes that your from the army. What do you want?”
 
                 “I want to know about you and Wu Qi and Wu Wei, like I said.”
 
                 “Yes,” Meilin said with a sigh, “I’ve established that, but what do you want to know? I figure the sooner I tell you the sooner you’ll let me be. What does it matter anyway, Wu’s been dead fifteen years now.”
 
                 “Why did Wu Wei banish Wu after he became marquis? Was it because of you?”
 
                 Meilin looked at him skeptically. “Why do you care of something that happened so long ago?”
 
                 “Sending Wu Qi away was mistake that we shouldn’t have made,” Pang explained. “I want to know why something so senseless occurred.”
 
                 “Jealousy, plain and simple,” Meilin laughed. “Wu Wei wanted me but he couldn’t have me. Oh, he had his way with me a few times, but Wu Qi was my husband.”
 
                 “But he was never around,” Pang said.
 
                 Meilin nodded. “True. That was Marquis Wu’s doing. He made sure that if he couldn’t have me than Wu couldn’t either.”
 
                 “But it didn’t stop you from getting pregnant with Wu Qi’s baby, did it?”
 
                 Meilin looked down to the floor as if looking back through the years. “No, it didn’t. But Marquis Wu put an end to that.”
 
                 Pang frowned. “How do you mean?”
 
                 “He killed the baby.”
 
                 Meilin looked up after she said it, and Pang was taken aback by her coolness.
 
                 “What do you mean, ‘he killed the baby?’”
 
                 “Some men came by one day and forced a drink down my throat,” Meilin shrugged. “I got real sick and then wasn’t pregnant anymore.”
 
                 Pang nodded but Meilin spoke up before he could say anything.
 
                 “I didn’t try for another after that, not that there was much point; Wu was out of Xihe and by the time he was exiled he thought I was dead. Shortly after that no one heard from him again until he started making his reforms in Chu. It wasn’t long after that until the nobles killed him, something I was rather surprised Wu Wei didn’t just do straight out himself years before.”
 
                 “He didn’t try to come to you after leaving Xihe?” Pang asked. “Surely he’d have tried before heading south to Chu.”
 
                 “He may have,” Meilin said, “but I never saw him and was told he was dead whenever I inquired with the army.”
 
                 Pang motioned around the shack with his arms. “And you and Wu were living here together?”
 
                 Meilin laughed again. “Oh no! We had much better apartments further up the hill, befitting Wu’s station as a general. I was moved here one day shortly before I learned he’d been dismissed from the army. I’m sure it was Marquis Wu’s way of keeping control of me.”
 
                 “So it was just jealousy, then?”
 
                 “Just jealousy,” Meilin confirmed.
 
                 Pang shook his head. “I guess there’s just some things I don’t understand.”
 
                 “You’ve never been jealous of anyone?” Meilin asked.
 
                 “Perhaps when I was younger,” Pang said, thinking of how he and Sun Bin would compete for Guiguzhi’s affections.
 
                 “Well, then it shouldn’t come as a surprise at all what men’ll do to win, now will it,” Meilin said as she got up and began retrieving the vegetables scattered about the room. “Especially in the army. Surely you must have some other young officers you yourself are competing with for advancement.”
 
                 Pang nodded his head slowly as he thought of her words, although there was no one left for him to compete with, really. Hui Wei was about it, but he’d taken himself off the field. That left only him, the highest ranking general in the Wei Army. And perhaps Sun Bin, now that he’d somehow crept into the mix. It was surprising, really, Pang thought to himself as he watched the woman pick up the vegetables, Sun just appeared from nowhere.
 
                 Pang shook off his thoughts when he noticed Meilin staring at him. “Is there anything else?” she said, as if she’d said it a few times already.
 
                 “No, no, that’ll do,” Pang said, a bit taken aback that his thoughts had consumed him so. “Thank you for your time.”
              The woman nodded and Pang walked back out into the slums, his thoughts astir with new possibilities.
 
    
 
   FOURTEEN
 
                 The army was ready to move by the time Pang arrived at the city gates. It hadn’t been hard to call up the reserves around the city; the Army of Wei had thousands of men ready to supplement the ranks of the army. They’d been roused in the morning and been told to assemble in their companies outside the gates. Judging from what he saw, Pang would say there were nearly twenty thousand men present.
 
                 He signaled for guardsmen to get him a horse and was soon riding to the front camp where his command tent had been set up. All along the ride he thought of what Meilin had said. It didn’t make sense that Wu Qi had been exiled for something as simple as jealousy, but then a lot of things didn’t make sense he’d found out over the years. It certainly was plausible, Pang knew that; he saw how eccentric Hui was in his desire for women, could his father have been any different in his own way?
 
                 They neared the command tent and Pang jumped down. His leading officers and commanders were already present and going over maps spread out on a large table inside the tent. Pang strode in just as one officer was finishing up.
 
                 “How are the preparations?” Pang asked.
 
                 “They’re fine,” one of the leading commanders said. “We’re ready to move out when you give the call.”
 
                 “And where are we heading, exactly?” Pang asked. “Has word arrived from Sun Bin?”
 
                 “It has,” another officer stepped forward to say, “not more than an hour ago.” He moved forward and handed the written orders to Pang, who studied them closely.
 
                 “He wants us to move toward the Wey border, stopping short by a day or so,” Pang paraphrased out loud. “He’ll come up into Wey from Lu and give us instructions from there.”
 
                 “It’s a typical pincer move if Zhao does come down from the north,” one commander pointed out. “This Sun Bin seems to know his stuff.”
 
                 Pang noticed that many of the officers around the tent were nodding at the man’s comments, and Meilin’s words about jealousy came back to him again.
 
                 “But will he be able to pull it off?” one of the other commanders questioned. “Zhao is still a formidable fighter, and they may put up quite the resistance.”
 
                 “Bah,” another commander snorted, “they’ll turn tail and run the first chance they get once they see our armies there waiting for them.”
 
                 “I agree,” Pang said, stifling all discussion. “Zhao would be foolish to move into such a trap. They’ll have no choice but to pull back across their own borders. That is, of course, if they don’t see this ruse for what it is beforehand.” He scanned the eyes of the men around him. “Remember, gentlemen, there’s still a very good chance that Zhao Army scouts could detect us before they make their move south. If that’s the case the whole thing might just blow up in our faces.”
 
                 Several nodded at his words and Pang felt reassured. He let his words set in before nodding.
 
                 “Give the order to move out,” he said, and the tent immediately jumped to attention.
 
   Either Sun was right, or they were making the biggest mistake in the history of the Seven States.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Sun Bin sat astride his horse and watched the long column of men steadily move forward. He was perched on top a hill overlooking the capital of the State of Wey, Chiqiu. Men were now constructing camps all around the south, east, and west of the city. Only the northern area was uninhabited, long fields stretching emptily along the northern road to the State of Zhao.
 
   Sun turned his horse toward one of the army’s commanders, a man by the name of Lushan.
 
   “How long will it take the whole army to get settled?” he asked.
 
   “Should take well into the night,” Lushan answered. “By morning they’ll all be here.”
 
   “And the scouts, when will they be back?”
 
   “The first’ll be back early this morning, unless they see something.”
 
   Sun nodded. He’d come to trust the instincts of Lushan since riding up with him from the State of Lu. The men that’d been tasked with securing the state had been gathered up and marched north, and they’d done a good job of it – what should have taken four days had only taken two. By the time Zhao did make their move the men would be well rested. That’s if the state to the north didn’t make it today or tomorrow, he thought to himself.
 
   “What of the State of Wey?” Sun asked. “Do we know their exact numbers yet?”
 
   Lushan shook his head. “We’re still trying to figure that out. Men are inside the city now talking with the rulers. We should have a report shortly.”
 
   Sun nodded. Things were falling into place. As soon as he’d reached the hills overlooking the city he’d called back for a bird. The message he’d written out for Pang was short, but it made clear what was expected of him. So long as he moved his men up to the border and waited there, they’d be fine. Everything now just depended on what Zhao would do. It was obvious to him at least that the power-hungry state to the north would try to invade one of the last remaining small states. They’d be able to move in quickly and their casualties would be minimal. After all, look how they’d been met when they’d shown up on the hills a few hours before. Instead of men waiting for them on the field of battle the city had been closed up tight. The rulers knew they’d been coming, but they hadn’t known what to expect. No doubt they were quite surprised to find out that they weren’t being invaded but instead being helped. Sun smiled despite himself. Did they know that they were merely a pawn being moved about by the larger states?
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Sun crouched outside his tent watching as the sun began to rise. Several days had passed since that first messenger had come bearing news of the Zhao Army’s advance. They’d crossed the border into the State of Wey nearly two days before, and should be upon them at any time.
 
   A large buzzing sound suddenly descended on the camp and Sun stood up from where he’d been crouching. Heads all around the camp were turning toward the road to the north, the road that the Zhao Army would eventually be coming down.
 
   Are they here already? Sun thought to himself as he began moving closer toward the road.
 
   Then he saw what it was the men were looking at: a lone horseman was riding hard toward them, a large cloud of dust in his wake. He was speeding toward the command tents on the hill and Sun quickly began running in that direction.
 
   The horseman made it there well before him and was already in the largest of the command tents when Sun was allowed inside by the guards stationed out front. It was the scout they’d sent out a few days before with instructions to come back once the Zhao Army was upon them. His dusty clothes and weary expression made it all but certain that had occurred.
 
   “A few hours at most,” the man was saying as Sun ducked into the tent.
 
   “That’s all?” Lushan asked. “How did they get here so quickly?”
 
   “They’ve been marching day and night, that’s how,” another commander said. “Which means they’ll be worn out.”
 
   Sun saw several men around the tent nod. Nearly all the commanders were present, although it still wasn’t certain whether there’d be a battle between the Wei and Zhao armies yet.
 
   “They could camp past those fields and rest up,” another commander pointed out.
 
   “There’s no telling what they’ll do until they get here,” Lushan said. “Until then we’ll stick to the plan.”
 
   He looked over at Sun standing by the doorway and nodded.
 
   “We’ll not leave our camps all day,” Sun said as he took a few steps into the center of the tent. “We’ll sit tight and let them see what they’re up against, but we’ll offer no provocation whatsoever. Remember, gentlemen, it’s Zhao that has to start this fight.”
 
   “And what if they charge us the moment they see us?” one commander asked.
 
   “They may think we’re just part of Wey’s forces,” another pointed out.
 
   “That’s highly unlikely to happen,” Lushan said. “They’ll send scouts ahead same as us. Chances are they already know what’s waiting for them.”
 
   “So we negotiate,” Sun said, drawing all eyes to him once again. “We’ll tell them the situation and let them decide. Either they can turn around and head back home or they can try to take Wey, which means they’d have to force their way through us first.”
 
   “They’d never be able to,” one commander said with a smile. “We outnumber them nearly two-to-one.”
 
   “Battles have been lost with greater odds than that on an army’s side,” Sun said quickly. “And remember, we only have that superiority if Pang’s army gets here. We can’t underestimate our opponent. Once they get on those hills and see that they won’t be getting Wey without a fight, there’s no telling what they’ll do.”
 
   “And if they do attack?” one commander asked.
 
   “Then we fight back,” Lushan answered. “General Pang and his forces are waiting on the western border with Wei and just ready to pounce.”
 
   “So now all we do is sit and wait then, is that it?” one more commander asked.
 
   “That’s it,” Sun said. “Use that time to prepare yourselves; chances are we won’t see peace again among the Seven States during our lifetimes.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   It was less than the scout’s estimate of a few hours when the Zhao Army appeared on the hills overlooking Chiqiu. At first the main column of men and horses had stopped and those looking up from the Wei Army camps below could see a lots of high ranking men running back and forth. It appeared that the Zhao Army was somehow caught off guard by the sight of the Wei Army allayed before them.
 
   It was nearly an hour after their appearance that a lone rider was sent down. Sun had expected this and wasn’t surprised that the man looked like a low-ranking officer. Terms would have to be discussed first before any substantive meeting took place.
 
   Sun nodded when Lushan looked over at him and then their chosen rider was sent out, another low-ranking officer like he expected Zhao to be fielding. It wouldn’t do to have leading generals picked-off by the archers in the hills, after all.
 
   Both armies watched as the two riders exchanged words out on the center of the road, empty fields all around them, fields which now stood the chance of being drenched in blood. After barely more than a minute the two men broke off their short talk and raced back to their respective commands.
 
   Sun moved over to where Lushan and several of the other commanders were standing. A few moments later the rider was back upon them.
 
   “They’ll meet, out in the center of the field like just now,” the scout said as he got off his horse. “They want the meeting to take place now. I don’t think they were too happy.”
 
   “No?” Sun said with a laugh, “I’d expect not. Their plans for an easy victory have suddenly vanished.”
 
   “Did they agree on the men?” one of the commanders asked.
 
   “Aye,” the rider answered, “just two each.”
 
   “Good,” Sun nodded. “Lushan, are you ready?”
 
   The General of the army nodded and both went for their horses.
 
    
 
   FIFTEEN
 
   Sun and Lushan rode out to the center of the field first, but it was only a few minutes later that they saw two more riders start to descend the hills before them. It was but a matter of minutes before they were in the center of the field and upon them.
 
   “Good day!” Sun called out to the first rider to step forward once both had stopped.
 
   “What are Wei troops doing here?” the Zhao commander asked. 
 
   Sun glanced over at Lushan.
 
   “We’re here helping Wey,” he said. “We’ve come at their call.”
 
   “Nonsense!” the commander said. “What tricks are you playing?”
 
   “There are no tricks here!” Sun called out. “You’d do best to turn your army around and head home to Zhao – there’s nothing to conquer here.”
 
   “Why you insolent…” 
 
   The man trailed off as he spun his horse about and headed back to his companion. Both men conferred quickly, the commander pointing angrily back at Sun. After another moment they turned their horses and sped off in the direction they’d come.
 
   “Well if it’s an attack you wanted, you got it for sure,” Lushan said next to Sun.
 
   “I warned them, and they have eyes,” Sun replied. “It’s their choice now, and they’ll suffer the consequences of it.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Sun and Lushan hadn’t been back in the camp more than ten minutes when a larger line of troops began appearing on the hills overlooking the city.
 
   “You’ve angered them,” Lushan said as they stood outside their command tent staring up at the forces, which numbered in the thousands.
 
   “Good,” Sun said. “Angry commanders make bad decisions. And bad decisions lose battles.”
 
   He turned to face Lushan. “You’re sure that Pang will show up in time?”
 
   Lushan nodded. “The message he sent this morning made it sound like that.”
 
   “Good,” Sun said, turning his attention back to the massing Zhao troops. He knew full-well that if Pang didn’t show up they’d be in big trouble.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   “We’re not going to make it before nightfall,” the soldier said, riding up to Pang.
 
   “We’ve got to!” Pang shouted. “The Zhao army will already be there by this afternoon – if we’re not there then Sun’s finished.”
 
   “The men are moving as fast as they can,” the soldier said. “We simply misjudged the distance and how long it would take us to get over those rough roads.”
 
   
  
 

Pang nodded and dismissed the man. The roads had been more washed-out than they’d thought at it’d taken them hours longer than it should have to get as far as they had. Even having set out an hour early that morning they were more than two hours behind, and fast approaching three. Pang looked ahead at the tired and bedraggled Wei soldiers ahead of him and knew that they’d need Shangdi’s blessing to make it to Chiqiu on time.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   “They’re moving!” Lushan shouted, pointing at a group of chariots that began to rush down the hill.
 
   Sun looked around quickly. The Zhao forces would be on them in minutes, probably less, although he didn’t think the initial assault would be that bad.
 
   On the hills before them were six companies of Zhao archers, about 200 men each. The long road leading up to the hills and then through them to the north held four companies of chariots, each with about 250 cars, as well as four units of infantry, each numbering around 7,000 men.
 
   The Wei forces weren’t any less, however. Chiqiu was situated in the center of a deep valley, mountains and hills rising up all around it. To the east of the city was a large forest, and Sun had Lushan station their two archery units there, each numbering 250 men. Sun hoped the trees would afford them some cover from the arrows that were sure to begin raining down from the Zhao positions any second.
 
   In front of the forest and between the two archery units was a unit of chariots, 300 cars present, with another unit of 300 further to the west but along the edge of the forest as well. In front of them were three infantry units of about 5,000 men each. On the other side of the northern road leading out of the city were another two chariot units and another three divisions of infantry. So in total Wei had just over 36,000 men compared to the 30,000 that Zhao had, and that wasn’t even counting the small army Wey had in the city, a few thousand more men. Of course those were all estimates on the part of the Wei Army scouts, but looking at the troops lined out before them Sun figured it was correct.
 
   Wei might have had more soldiers, but what Sun was particularly worried about was the superiority Zhao had in firepower. Wei had but 500 archers, and they were on low ground. Zhao had more than twice that number and they had the advantage of height. Once those arrows began raining down from the hills Sun figured the 2,000 extra infantry soldiers he had wouldn’t much matter anymore, and the 200 chariot lead he also enjoyed would be reduced to almost nothing. That’s why it was so critical that Pang reach the battle soon. Zhao hadn’t come expecting a fight with Wei, but they were prepared for one nonetheless, and looked to have a good chance of winning it.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   “Who was he?” the young solder asked his commander.
 
   “Some upstart, I suppose,” Ren said, the commander of the Zhao Army that had pushed south into Wey, “and one that’s about to get a taste of what Zhao can do.”
 
   “They’ve got us outnumbered, sir,” the soldier said.
 
   “We’ve got the advantage of terrain,” Ren replied. “While it’s true they may have the city, these heights and the advantage they afford to our archers will ensure that we can reduce their numerical superiority in a matter of minutes.”
 
   “That fast?” the soldier asked.
 
   Ren nodded and raised his arm up to point out the field.
 
   “Our left-flank will be heavily-protected by those three units of archers protecting them. Our right-flank has much the same, but it’s that left-flank that really matters – any Wei troops rushing there will be pinned by our chariots and picked-off by our archers.”
 
   “And the right-flank?” the soldier asked.
 
   “I intend to just move our men down on the right, using them to hold and bottle-up the Wei forces in front of the city. So long as our archers are in range we should make quick work of them.
 
   “They’re moving into place now sir,” the soldier said, pointing toward the line of chariots on the left side of the road. 
 
   Ren nodded. “The archers should receive the order to begin firing in moments.”
 
   “They won’t know what hit them, sir.”
 
   Ren nodded, knowing that to be the case.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   “There they go!” Lushan said, pointing up at the ridge to the east of the city, the one that the left-flank of Zhao was holding.
 
   “The chariots are coming down and that first volley from the archers will be off in minutes.”
 
   “We’ll have to–”
 
   Lushan wasn’t able to finish before a huge swarm of arrows flew forth from the Zhao archers’ bows and sailed out high over the battlefield, shooting higher and higher until they arced downward and began their descent, pointing directly down on the Wei Army’s right-flank.
 
   Sun watched as many of the infantrymen and archers dropped their weapons and raised up their small circular shields, those lucky enough o have them. The rain of arrows turned into a rain of death as they fell into the ranks, and Sun watched as hundreds of men went down, many thrashing about with painful wounds, but far too many not moving at all. What was worse were the dozen or so chariots that toppled over, some of them taking others with them.
 
   “Those shields don’t work too well,” Lushan pointed out.
 
   Sun shook his head. “Not everyone has one. I think the next few volleys won’t be as deadly as those without become less.
 
   He was right. A few moments after that first volley of arrows flew out another one followed. This time only dozens dropped where before it’d been hundreds. By the time the third volley came out a few moments after that just a dozen or so men dropped – already the Zhao archers were losing their effectiveness.”
 
   “Here they come,” Sun said, pointing up at the chariots on the eastern side of the road as they began to roll forward and then down the hill and toward the city.
 
   “We’ll wait for them to reach the mid-point of the field before ordering them out!” Sun yelled over the already loud rumbling of hundreds of chariots rolling down the hill.
 
   Lushan nodded, not even trying to speak over the loud noise. He watched the field ahead of them and felt his heart begin to pound with anxiety as the chariots rushed at them.
 
   “Hold!” Sun yelled out.
 
   He cast his gaze down the long line of chariots and infantrymen on either side of him. The chariots were a quarter down the hill and at the top the infantry units were starting to shift about, and Sun knew they’d be marching down in seconds.
 
   “Hold!” he yelled again as the chariots reached the mid-point of the field.
 
   Lushan looked up at him, concern in his eyes. They’d agreed to call for the advance when the Zhao troops were halfway through the field. What is he doing?
 
   “Hold!” Sun called out again, the chariots rushing toward them at breakneck speed, already past the halfway point and without a single arrow fired at them.
 
   Lushan looked up again. At any moment the Zhao forces would cross the three-quarter mark of the field, and when that happened Wei wouldn’t have enough time or space to get their chariots into enough of a charge to block the Zhao chariots. They’d instead be rundown, the massive cars useless. He looked up at Sun once again, and saw that he had his jaw firmly set and his eyes locked on the chariots rushing toward them. If he didn’t give the–”
 
   “Charge!” Sun yelled. “Charge, charge, charge!”
 
   The horses all down the line jumped as their drivers thrashed the reins down on them, and then they were rushing out to meet the Zhao chariots.
 
   Sun didn’t watch them take off, he spun around to Lushan and a few other officers standing nearby.
 
   “Pull the left-flank back behind the city,” he ordered.
 
   Lushan looked up at him in shock.
 
   “They’ll route us,” he said.
 
   “Do it!” Sun shouted down over the sounds of the chariots around them. “Pang’ll need that hole open when the time comes.”
 
   “There’s no indication that Pang will reach us in time! Lushan called back. “Pulling those troops back now will spell our doom!”
 
   Sun looked at the Wei General coldly.
 
   “Do it,” he said, and then rode off down the line.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   “What are they doing!” Ren shouted, his arm shooting out to point at the left flank of the Wei army. “They’re pulling their line back, the fools!”
 
   “Could it be some kind of trap, sir?” Ren’s leading officer asked.
 
   “It has to be, but for the life of me I can’t figure out what it is,” Ren said. “There’s no indication that they have anymore troops anywhere and our scouts all report that the roads are clear.”
 
   “What do you want to do sir?” the soldier asked, nervousness in his voice.
 
   Ren looked over at him and his usually cold face broke out in a smile.
 
   “Why, fill that hole of course!”
 
    ~ ~ ~
 
   “Here’s their charge!” Lushan shouted, looking angrily up at Sun. “They’re filing that hole our forces left on the left-flank.”
 
   Sun nodded. “Good.”
 
   Lushan looked at him as if he’d lost his mind. “What do you mean ‘good?’ Those forces are going to run over us like we’re nothing.” He threw his arms up. “I don’t know why Pang ever gave you the command of this army – I’m taking over here.”
 
   Sun pulled out a small dagger and rushed at Lushan, putting the blade to his throat.
 
   “To call those forces back into position now would be folly,” he said coolly and slowly. “Trust me, Lushan – I know what I’m doing.”
 
   Lushan highly doubted that, but he had few choices open to him but to nod, and that ever so slightly. Sun let him go and he smoothed his robes out.
 
   “It’ll be your head on the line for this one,” Lushan said, casting a cold look at Sun.
 
   Sun nodded. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   “Fire!” Sun shouted.
 
   Almost instantly the archers all up and down the Wei lines let their arrows fly out at the advancing Zhao infantry. The arrows flew out in an arc and then downward toward the infantry. The chariots were already too far up to get too many arrows, but the infantry blocks were ideally positioned. Hundreds of men fell to the ground and a second volley was already flying out just moments later. More men fell to the ground, but not as many as the first time. The soldiers pressed on, and Sun gave the word.
 
   “Chariots, advance!” he yelled out, and Lushan next to him sent the order down the lines. He had a grim look on his face, but the earlier tension the two had shown had faded away. Somehow the line had been able to stabilize after much of the troops pulled back. From both sides of the road the chariots sped forth and the ground shook under their might, and they were the only thing keeping Wei alive right now..
 
   “It’ll be a hard-fought fight if Pang doesn’t show up,” Lushan said to Sun, riding his horse over closer so he could be heard.
 
   “He’ll be here,” Sun said, his jaw firm and his eyes set, although doubt clouding his mind for the first time. “He’ll be here.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   “There!” one of the soldiers shouted out.
 
   Pang looked up and saw their scout riding back, his horse’s coat showing a fine sheen of sweat. He rode down and came through the columns of men until he’d reached Pang.
 
   “We’ve got miles yet,” the man said, “and Zhao’s already started the fight.”
 
   “How is it?” Pang asked. He was eager to be there, but if he couldn’t he had to hear how it was going.
 
   The messenger shook his head. “Zhao’s got them pressed back against the city and they can’t direct their forces around their right-flank, not with the arrows raining down on them from the hills overlooking the city.”
 
   “Can they hold?” Pang asked anxiously.
 
   “I’m not sure,” the messenger said. “They’re pressed hard.”
 
   Pang nodded and gathered his leading lieutenants around.
 
   “We’ll have to send the chariots on ahead,” he said.
 
   “Splitting our forces is just asking for trouble,” one of them said.
 
   Pang bit his lip, but nodded. “I know, but unless we relieve some of that pressure that Zhao’s putting on Sun’s forces then there’ll be nothing left of them by the time we get there.”
 
   “It’ll still be hours before the rest of the army arrives,” another man said. “How long will fifty chariots stem the tide for?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Pang answered truthfully, “but I’m not going to do nothing. Send word down the lines and have the men move to the right of the road. Send the chariots up and we’ll get them to the battle in under an hour. Hopefully there’ll be something for them to protect by the time they get there.”
 
   The men nodded and rushed to do as Pang instructed. He stared at the long road ahead of them once they’d gone and wondered how long Sun could last.
 
    
 
   SIXTEEN
 
   “The line’s not going to hold!” Lushan shouted at Sun. “You’ve got to call those men back from the city!”
 
   “Pang will be here!” Sun shot back.
 
   Lushan was just about to reach for the dagger at his belt, meaning to take command of this army by force, when suddenly there was a loud rumbling noise from the west. He looked up and saw dust clouds rising in the hills where the road led.
 
   “There!” a man further down the line shouted.
 
   Both Sun and Lushan put their hands to their foreheads and peered into the swirling clouds. Then they saw it – a lone chariot rushing forth, and then another behind it. Neither man could make out who was driving the car from this distance, but they assumed it had to be Pang.
 
   “Pull up the left-flank!” Sun shouted. “Hit them with everything we’ve got – Pang’s army’s arrived!”
 
   A great cheer went up down the line and then the men got to it, shifting all they had and pushing hard against the Zhao line. Thousands of infantrymen fought and died with the push and arrows rained down indiscriminately from both armies. But now with an extra 200 chariots rushing in Sun knew the tide had turned. It would be awhile yet, but eventually the infantry, tens of thousands of men more, would follow, and Zhao could either fight to the death or flee.
 
   “That’s all,” Pang said suddenly, pointing up the hill where the chariots were coming from. “Just fifty cars.”
 
   Sun looked up and saw that there were no more chariots coming forth, and no dust cloud rising up higher behind them. For some reason Pang had brought only a small force.
 
   “Press the attack!” Sun yelled down the line to the commanders, then turned to Lushan. “We can’t back down now.”
 
   Lushan nodded, knowing they were stuck in this fight now.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   “They’ve decimated our line,” Ren said to his second in command as he stared down at the field below them. “Or at least our own archers have.”
 
   “That rush of chariots an hour ago did much to help,” the officer said.
 
   “There’s no way we’ll get into the city now, even with how many losses we’ve caused Wei here today.”
 
   The officer nodded. “Now that fighting’s broken out between the states there’s a good chance someone might try to move against us. We’d do best to pull back across the border and see what develops.”
 
   Ren sucked in a deep breath and let it out again. He didn’t like the idea of running from a fight with his tail between his legs, but he also had a feeling this was just a small battle in a much larger war that’d just stared.
 
   “Give the order,” he said to the officer. “Start pulling them back.”
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   Pang steered his chariot over toward the group of commanders assembled behind the city. He could see Sun Bin standing there and he meant to find out what had happened before he’d arrived.
 
   By the time he was a dozen yards from the commanders they’d spotted him and Sun was walking forward.
 
   “Where were you!” he shouted. “You almost cost us this battle!”
 
   “The roads were terrible,” Pan said. “It took us twice as long as we expected to cross over them.
 
   Sun shook his head. “Zhao almost overran us, and probably would have if your scant force didn’t show up when it did.”
 
   “Well I’m glad to see I’m getting a lot of thanks for my effort!” Pang shouted back angrily.
 
   “And the rest of your troops, where are they now?” Sun asked.
 
   “Still coming down the road,” Pan said. “They should be here before nightfall.”
 
   “A lot of good that will do us now.” Sun crossed his arms and turned to look at Lushan, then back at Pang. “And you could save them a lot of effort if you’d just turn them back around and head back to the Wey border.”
 
   “What if Zhao comes back?” Pang said, caught off-guard by the strange request.
 
   “We’ll take our chances,” Sun said, then started to walk away.
 
   Pang watched him go, wondering what his childhood friend was up to. Already he’d be given the glory for this victory, however tenuous it may have been. Whatever attention Pang would get would be minimal, if any came at all. The words of Meilin came back to him, and the jealously Marquis Wu felt for General Wu Qi. Pang watched Sun go, and began to feel the same.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   A messenger suddenly burst into the tent, panting and with sweat cascading off his brow.
 
   “To the south!” he managed to gasp. “Chu!”
 
   “What?” Sun said, sitting up and quite surprised by the sight of the man. “What are you saying, man?”
 
   “Chu’s advancing,” the man said as he kept his hands on his knees and panted for breath.
 
   Lushan looked over at Sun. 
 
   “Chu...how could Chu be advancing?”
 
   Sun looked from the General back to the messenger.
 
   “What exactly is going on?” he asked.
 
   Over the past few days Pang had turned his forces back around and headed to the Wey border with Wei. Zhao had moved back across their own border, although they’d stubbornly stayed there for several days, meaning Sun couldn’t pull his own forces out of Wey yet. And now there was word that Chu was acting up to the south. What was going on?
 
   The messenger collected himself. “Sometime over the past few days Chu used the confusion surrounding what happened her in Wey to mobilize and push forth. When we weren’t even looking they came in and took up large swaths of land, faster than anyone thought possible.” He shook his head and stared at Sun and Lushan. “They’ve seized nearly half of the state!”
 
   “How bad is it?” Lushan asked.
 
   “The Chu troops are already so entrenched that it appears the land is lost to us forever.”
 
   Sun looked over at Lushan. “We’ve got to see this for ourselves.”
 
   The General nodded and both men headed out the tent and to their horses.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   “Sir!” a voice called out behind the line, and Sun turned his horse around.
 
   “What is it?” he asked of the messenger riding up quickly.
 
   “There’s word from Pan near the Wei border,” he said quickly, then looked up into Sun’s eyes, “Zhao has invaded Wei.”
 
   “What!” Lushan nearly shouted beside Sun. “How is that possible, they’ve been at the border with Wey.”
 
   The messenger shook his head. “That was just a diversionary force, it seems – they’re true army moved west when we didn’t’ realize it and invaded.”
 
   “And Pang?” Sun asked. “He was on the border, did he stop them.”
 
   “No,” the messenger said, looking down. “He was too far from Anyi, and the attack came north of the border there.”
 
   Sun looked over at Lushan. “That’s hundreds of miles to the west, he never could have made it on time!”
 
   “Somehow he did,” the messenger said, “at least fast enough to block their southern movement – many are saying he saved the capital.”
 
   “We’ve got to get back there,” Lushan said. 
 
   The messenger held out a note to Sun. “This just came, shortly after the message about Zhao.”
 
   He handed the note to Sun, who broke the seal and read it quickly, then once again more slowly.
 
   “What does it say?” Lushan asked.
 
   Sun shook his head. “I’m being called back to Anyi.”
 
   Lushan looked down at the ground and Sun bit his lip. It was clear this message had been sent from Hui, and Sun didn’t have a good feeling about it at all.
 
   ~ ~ ~
 
   It was a cold and rainy day when both Sun and Pang rode back into the capital city of Anyi and drove their chariot up the cobbled streets to the palace. Both men had met up near Pang’s army, which was holding Zhao at the border. They hadn’t talked much on the short ride from the army camps, and neither felt like talking as they started into the palace and then made it to the throne room. Hui was waiting for them in the throne room, which had been meticulously cleaned over the previous month since Hui had in effect become Marquis in all but name. Although clean, the room was still eerily empty save for a few guards posted at the doors inside and out. Hui ushered the two men forward after they’d entered and looked down on them for several long moments before speaking.
 
   “The events in Wey did not go as we had planned,” he said in an even tone, and, for the first time since they’d entered, took his eyes off the two men to shake his head and exhale audibly. “No, not as we had planned at all.”
 
   “The attack from Chu came as a complete surprise,” Sun ventured. “I don’t think anyone could have seen that coming.”
 
   “And the attack on us from Zhao during that push north by Chu?” Hui shouted, coming up from his chair. “They pushed more than thirty miles into our territory! Who is to answer for that?”
 
   “I will, Sire,” Pang said. “The army I took away from Anyi could have thwarted that attack.”
 
   Hui nodded and stared into his hands. “I’m beginning to think that this plan to help Wey was not such a good idea. It’s cost us more than I imagined.”
 
    Hui reached over to a small basket beside him and lifted it up before upending it in front of him. A dozen papers fell to the floor, most looking to be rolled pieces of parchment, small enough for a bird to carry, although each was torn in half. 
 
   “All of these are messages from the rulers of the other Seven States,” Hui said, motioning toward the small pile of paper. “Each one of them is a copy of the peace agreement signed in Luoyang twenty years ago, and each is torn in half. They arrived from each of the Seven States save Yan, each with no explanation or accompanying words, although I think their message is quite clear.”
 
   “It was to be expected that the peace would be broken with this latest attack against Zhao,” Sun said.
 
   “The peace was to be broken by Zhao,” Hui shouted. “Why am I receiving the blame?”
 
   Sun shook his head. “It is a mistake, sir.”
 
   “Oh, a mistake is it?” Hui laughed mockingly. “The real mistake was ever listening to you, Sun Bin, and that is not a mistake that I will make again.” 
 
   Hui rose from his throne. 
 
   “Guards, seize this man for treason. The execution will take place tomorrow.”
 
   Pang glanced over at Sun and saw his face go white. 
 
   “No, Sire,” he called out, raising his arm up to block the guards approaching from the door. “He did not mean for things to turn out the way they did. It was simply a mistake, one of the few unknowns that can occur in war. Please don’t kill him for it.”
 
   Hui stared down at Pang as he looked up with pleading eyes. Sun made no struggle as the two guards grabbed hold of his arms.
 
   “So I should just let him go free, banish him from Wei perhaps so that he can go and aid one of our enemies?” 
 
   Hui motioned down at the pile of paper on the floor as he said the last.
 
   “A punishment would suffice, perhaps one that would keep him in Wei,” Pang said.
 
   Hui folded his hands in front of his face as he thought. “Yes, a punishment that will keep him in Wei, one that will ensure he cannot go anywhere and one that will allow all that see him to know what he has done.” He turned to look at Sun. “Sun Bin, you are hereby sentenced to criminal branding. Your face will be tattooed tomorrow so that all can see you for the criminal you are.”
 
   Pang gave a sigh of relief. “Thank you for your leniency, Sire.”
 
   “Oh, I’m not finished yet,” Hui said as he stared down at Sun. “Your friend insists that I let you live, and I’ll listen to him. You have him to thank for your life, although you might soon be cursing him instead.” Hui turned toward the guards. “Take him away, and after he’s been branded, remove his kneecaps. That should keep him in Wei for a good long time.”
 
   The guards began to haul Sun away. He said not a word but only stared daggers at Hui. 
 
   “No, Sire, that is too much!” Pang began to argue, although not too adamantly. If Sun was out of the picture there’d just be more glory for him, after all. The jealous thought that had been with him since speaking with Meilin seemed to fade away.
 
   “Be careful, Pang. You’re very close to sharing the same fate.”
 
   Pang swallowed his words and watched in silence as his friend was taken away.
 
    
 
   SEVENTEEN
 
   The wind swept down off of the Taihang Mountains and onto the plain, creating waves along the tall grasses for as far as the eye could see. The small village of Taizhen nestled up against the mountains close enough to escape most of the large gusts that came down off the soaring peaks, but the few trees that stood about were still stunted and twisted into awkward poses from the years of buffeting they took from the wind’s fury. Several such trees stood beside one small house on the edge of the village, a house that looked the same as all the others save that it had a chariot parked outside. 
 
   Marquis Wen of Han put a hand on the shoulder of the driver of his chariot and pointed with his other arm toward the house. The driver nodded and they were soon turning off of the narrow road that all but passed the small village by. One chariot, that is good, Wen thought to himself as they approached the house, Marquis Jing is being as careful as I am.
 
   The driver pulled the chariot up next to the other and Wen hopped off the back while the driver brought the car to a rest. Wen scanned the surrounding area as the driver finished seeing to the two horses. It was a sparse country, simple grasses for as far as he could see in three directions, the large mountain range rising up behind. Of the village there was little, a few dozen bamboo and stone buildings, homes mostly, and Wen doubted that even a hundred people lived there. It was a good spot for a meeting; probably the only spot in the State of Wei were the two leaders of opposing states could meet without drawing attention. The small village had been chosen because it lay nearly halfway between the two men’s capital cities. While it was a risk to meet in Wei, a state that both men had their eyes on for future attacks, just about any state during these times would be a risk. The Seven States were at war once again, thanks to Marquis Hui of Wei’s attack upon Zhao nearly two months earlier. Wen still shook his head when he thought about the gall of such a move. Marquis Hui had tried to disguise his attack as a defense of the small State of Wey, but that had fooled no one. Zhao had been caught off-guard by the move and was forced back across their border with Wey, but only for a short time. To the surprise of everyone that Wen had spoken with since, the State of Chu had then invaded Wei from the south, carving out a goodly-sized section of land and firmly placing their troops there to guard it. The unexpected attack had thrown Wei off their guard and, still expecting an attack from Zhao against Wey, they’d been entirely unprepared when Zhao had moved further west and instead invaded Wei, carving out a nice section there. In the span of only a week Wei had lost nearly a fifth of its land, all because Hui of Wei got it into his head to break the twenty-year peace.
 
   Wen reached up and tightened the top-knot of hair that was blowing loose in the wind when his driver came up beside him. Wen gave one last scan of the countryside before heading toward the front door of the small house. He was still a few feet away when the door opened inward. Wen stopped as a man looked him up and down, did the same to his driver, then stuck his head out the door to peer in either direction. Satisfied that they were who he was waiting for and that they were alone, he stepped into the house and held his arm out for them to enter. 
 
   Wen covered the last few feet and stepped through the door and into near-darkness. He narrowed his eyes and it took a moment for them to adjust to the lack of light. Inside the house the furnishings were sparse. The floor was dirt and the roof was straw. There was a single table with four chairs set against one wall, a small bed next to another. A small wooden table was placed under the only window in the house, a few plates and bowls covering its surface as well as a large wash bucket. Standing next to the table and peering out of the window was a man dressed in black robes with long black hair tied in a simple knot, his hands folded behind his back. He turned as the door behind him was closed and Wen could see a smile break out onto his face.
 
   “Marquis Wen, it is good to finally meet you,” the man said as he crossed the room to Wen.
 
   “It is good to meet you as well, Marquis Jing,” Wen said as he clasped hands with the man. Jing’s eyes were deep-set but penetrating. His nose was rather large and slanted but his small mouth was nearly invisible under the black mustache that flowed well past his chin. He smiled again as he put his hand on Wen’s shoulder and motioned for him to take a seat at the table.
 
   “I trust your journey was uneventful?” Jing asked as Wen sat down at the table.
 
   “Very,” Wen replied. “We made the trip in just over two days on the side roads.”
 
   Jing nodded. “It took us about the same time, again on the side roads.” He smiled again, showing a perfect set of white teeth. “It wouldn’t do to draw any unwanted attention, especially in the State of Wei.”
 
   “No it would not,” Wen agreed. He glanced over at the man that had opened the door for him and who was now idly leaning against one wall of the house. His own driver was standing at attention near the door. He caught Jing’s eye and nodded toward the two men. “Perhaps we should speak alone.”
 
   Jing shrugged. “If you wish, although I’ll tell you that whatever we say here will be discussed with others later.”
 
   Wen bunched up his lips and nodded. “Oh, I know, but it would put me at ease.”
 
   “Very well,” Jing said as he motioned toward the man that Wen could only assume was his own driver. Having already heard what was said, the man was already halfway to the door by then. He held it open for Wen’s driver and then pulled it shut.
 
   “There, feel better?” Jing asked with a smirk.
 
   “Much,” Wen replied with his own small smile.
 
   Jing rose from the table and headed back to the small window. He clasped his hands behind his back and stared out at the mountains rising to the west and shook his head.
 
   “What are we to do, Wen? The peace that has held the Seven States together for the last twenty years is no more. It was that peace more than anything which made Zhao, Han, and Wei into the Three Jins, the center of the Seven States and the most powerful.” He turned back toward the ruler of Han. “I think it’s safe to say that the Three Jins are no more, just as peace in our world is no more.”
 
   Wen nodded. “Marquis Hui was a fool to act like he did. If his father was well he would never have allowed such a move and I’m sure his grandfather is rolling in his grave at the damage Wei has suffered because of his grandson’s incompetence.”
 
   “Well, Hui is Marquis in his own right now and won’t have to consult with his father about his military moves anymore, although I doubt he consulted with him about attacking us in Wey. We have it on good authority in Handan that Marquis Wu died just a few weeks ago.”
 
   “We’ve heard the same in Yangzhai.”
 
   Jing turned back to the window. “I had the good fortune of meeting both Marquis Wu and his father, the great Marquis Wen, while attending the signing of the peace in Luoyang all those years ago.” Jing chuckled to himself. “It seems almost a lifetime ago, now, and I was quite young. I said some foolish things to the other young men gathered there, as young men will do when they try to best the other future rulers with words on how strong their states are. Marquis Hui was not present at the meeting. He was the grandson of Marquis Wen, and most grandsons were not present, only sons, which is why you were not there, Wen.”
 
   “Hui was working on a canal project to the north, if I’m not mistaken,” Wen said. “Some kind of punishment meted out by his grandfather.”
 
   Jing nodded. “For the Zhongshan incident, as it’s come to be called.” He turned away from the window once again and came back to the table. “If what happened there doesn’t tell you about the foe we face then I don’t know what will.”
 
   “A Trial by Chariot is an ancient rite, and one with rules,” Wen said. “What Hui did there was unconscionable, and I’m sure it brought the disfavor of Shangdi down upon him.”
 
   Jing stared at him for a few moments before nodding slowly. “Perhaps it did, and let us hope so; it will make it all the easier for us.”
 
   “And what exactly are we doing?” Wen asked.
 
   Jing pulled up a chair and sat down close to Wen. “We both know that Wei is the strongest of the Three Jins, the strongest of the Seven States. We could argue well into the night who is the next strongest, Zhao or Han, but that’s really of no consequence. Together we’re stronger than Wei and together we can take Wei down.”
 
   “True,” Wen said, “but is that prudent? The way I see it you’re correct, Wei is the strongest state. But times are not what they were twenty years ago. Other states are becoming strong as well, particularly Chu and Qin. Twenty years ago no one would have thought Chu capable of overcoming its bureaucratic nightmares to make a push north into another state’s territory, but that is exactly what we’ve seen over the past month.”
 
   Jing nodded. “Hui was an idiot to dismiss Wu Qi from his service. In the span of only five years the man transformed Chu from the epitome of bureaucratic inefficiency into an example of what a strong centralized leadership can do with a well-organized army.”
 
   “And Qin is on the same path, again with a former advisor of Wei’s.”
 
   “Shang Yang,” Jing said with a nod. “And while Wu Qi only had five years to remake Chu before the nobles killed him, Shang Yang has been working closely with Duke Xian for three times that long.”
 
   “My advisors tell me that the changes that Qin has gone through over the past fifteen years are immense. The state is barely recognizable from what it once was. Their army is large and well-trained. Their population has nearly doubled, their food output nearly quadrupled.”
 
   Jing frowned. “It is something to be wary of. In the past Qin was always a joke, barely considered worthy of being called one of the Seven. Now they’re in a position to be one of the strongest.”
 
   “Chu and Qin are on the rise and Wei is slipping.” Wen shook his head. “Who would have thought that would be the case twenty years ago in Luoyang?”
 
   “Not I,” Jing admitted, “not I.” He peered past Wen toward the wall for several moments before continuing. “Wen, why didn’t you join in the fighting last month? Chu saw the opportunity that Hui’s breaking of the peace allowed and jumped at the chance to invade and carve off a piece for themselves. After the initial shock of their attack against us in Wey, I quickly redirected our forces for the larger prize and took a good piece of Wei myself. You had time, Wen. Why didn’t you come up from the southwest like Chu did from the southeast?”
 
   Wen shook his head. “I wish now that I would have, but things moved so quickly. After the initial surprise of what Wei had done I thought it prudent to sit back and see how events played themselves out first.”
 
   Jing nodded slowly, his eyes boring into Wen. “I see,” he said, while thinking all the while how weak the man sitting across from him really was. To pass up such an opportunity! “And how would you feel now about moving against Wei? If I came down on them from the north would you come up from the south?”
 
   Wen sucked on his lower lip as he considered the question. “And how are we to know that either Chu or Qin won’ see those moves as an opportunity to invade us when our troops are in the field and we’re vulnerable.”
 
   “Why, we talk to them and ensure that that doesn’t happen.”
 
   Wen’s eyes narrowed. “It sounds to me like you already have this all planned out.”
 
   Jing shook his head. “Far from it, although I do have the basis of a plan, many plans actually.” He scooted his chair closer to Wen. “I wanted to meet with you here first, Wen, since the two of us are really all that’s left of the Three Jins. I wanted to know what you thought before I called a larger meeting with Duke Xian or King Su, or possibly both together. I wanted to know how you felt about eliminating Wei.”
 
   “I’m worried about the balance of power that now stands, more than anything.”
 
   “The balance of power stands no longer, at least not as it has for twenty years,” Jing said. “Those days are over, Wen, and the sooner you realize that the better it will be for you. The Seven States are at war now, a war started by Marquis Hui of Wei. Whether you like it or not’s of no consequence – you will be pulled in regardless.”
 
   “Then perhaps it’s time for us to meet with the other states,” Wen said. “You didn’t mention Qi or Yan.”
 
   Jing shook his head. “Yan is too occupied with the barbarians to the north and no one is really sure what is going on in Qi since House Tian finally defeated the last remnants of House Jiang.”
 
   “So it’s just Qin and Chu that you’re interested in meeting with, then?”
 
   Jing nodded. “The sooner the better.”
 
   “Just tell me where to go and I’ll go there.”
 
   Jing shook his head and smiled. “Oh, that won’t be necessary, Wen. As long as I know that you’re on board with me then I can speak to either ruler. I was planning on starting with Qin first. Their capital isn’t so far away now that we’ve moved our capital to Handan.”
 
   “It’s closer still to Yangzhai; it would be no trouble for me.”
 
   “I want you to focus on getting your military in order, Wen. I know that one of the reasons you didn’t take advantage of Hui’s blunder is because your forces are in a bit of disarray at the moment. That is no matter; we were at peace and you didn’t expect that it would suddenly come to an end so quickly. But now’s the time to get your house in order and you can’t do that by being absent from Han.”
 
   Wen nodded. Many things that Jing had said made sense. He was glad that he had the Marquis of Zhao as a friend to look out for him and point him in the right direction. Wen’s father had always been the one to do that in the past, but ever since his death seven years before Wen had been on his own. Things were simple when the peace was intact, but now that it wasn’t they’d suddenly become a lot more difficult. Wen yearned for his father’s guidance, but if he couldn’t have that then perhaps Jing’s was just as good.”
 
   “You’re right, Jing,” Wen said. “I need to do some reorganizing of my military. I’ll begin that just as soon as I get back to Yangzhai.”
 
   “Good,” Jing said as he clapped Wen on the back and stood up from the table. “I’ll call a meeting with Duke Xian of Qin and send you a message when our future course is clearer. For now just keep it in your mind that they’ll most likely be on our side and that the three of us together will make an attack on Wei.”
 
   “And Chu?”
 
   “Chu I think is best left on their own for now,” Jing said. “They’re growing power troubles me, and while I intend to meet with King Su, now is not quite the time.”
 
   Wen nodded, deferring to Jing’s experience in these matters. While his father had died the same year as Wen’s, Jing just seemed much more confident in his role as ruler of one of the most powerful of the Seven States.
 
   “I’ll be expecting your message shortly, then,” Wen said as he stood up from the table. “Is there anything else we need to discuss today?”
 
   “That about sums it up, Wen,” Jing said as placed his hand on Wen’s back and escorted him to the door, pulling it open for him. “You will hear from me shortly.”
 
   Wen looked into Jing’s eyes one more time and nodded before stepping back outside. His and Jing’s drivers were both sitting near trees opposite one another and both rose as Wen and Jing stepped outside. Wen nodded toward his driver and the man headed for their chariot. After a few minutes both were inside the car and after a wave goodbye back on the dirt road heading south. 
 
   Wen stared out at the waves of grass blowing in the wind as they rushed by and then toward the towering Taihang Mountains far above. He couldn’t help but worry about the future.
 
    
 
   EIGHTEEN
 
   “Five thousand jin, that’s how much this area of land should produce,” Cai said.
 
   Shang Yang nodded and scribbled some notes into his book. “And how much has it produced?” he asked without looking up.
 
   “Seven thousand jin,” Cai said with a smile.
 
   Shang continued to scribble into his book, not once looking up, which caused Cai’s smile to slowly fade away.
 
   “Will you be wanting to tally the surrounding farms as well, sir?” Cai asked after a few moments.
 
   Shang looked up at Cai and then around at the plentiful wheat fields all about them. “Do they look the same as this farm?”
 
   Cai nodded. “They do, sir.”
 
   Shang closed his book. “Then that won’t be necessary.” 
 
   All around the two men the large stalks of wheat blew gently in the late autumn breeze. In a few weeks time they’d be harvested and the majority of the grain put into storage. Such had been the case for the last several years. Qin surpluses were so large that there was already talk that the excess should be shipped off to other states, but so far Shang had been successful in stopping any such move. While it was true that Qin was much stronger than it had been twenty years earlier, the state was still growing, and therefore needed food. Shang knew full well that with war once again raging between the Seven States any number of calamities could occur, and he also knew that whenever there was calamity there was usually a shortage of food.
 
   Shang cleared his throat, drawing Cai’s attention to him once again. “How long have you lived in this area,” he asked.
 
   “My whole life,” Cai said, which Shang judged to be more than fifty years, judging from the peasant’s wrinkled face and grey hair.
 
   “What was the population like here during those fifty years? How many people were there?”
 
   Cai pulled a small blade of grain from one of the stalks and stuck it into his mouth, chewing as he stared back through the years in thought. 
 
   “Well, let me think,” he said slowly. “There were never that many people when I was growing up, certainly not enough to grow this much grain,” he said with a sweep of his hand toward the fields all around them. “In fact, most years there wasn’t enough food and people went hungry. Everyone was hungry most years, and some of those years were worse than others. Many a winter the poorest families that had fared the worst over the previous harvest just couldn’t make it.” He narrowed his eyes at Shang and pulled the blade of straw of grain from his mouth. “You ever have to dig a grave in winter, sir?”
 
   Shang shook his head and Cai nodded.
 
   “Well it ain’t easy, that’s for sure,” he continued. “Not a winter went by when I was growing up that I didn’t have to dig at least one grave, and more likely it was a half dozen, sometimes more.”
 
   “And how about these past few winters?” Shang asked. “Have you had to dig many graves during those?”
 
   “Not a one,” Cai said with a smile, “not a single one. Food’s so plentiful now that no one goes hungry. In fact, with all the extra grain most families have they’re able to sell some off and buy foods that we normally wouldn’t have.”
 
   Shang nodded. “And how about the families around here? Are they growing larger, are there more babies?”
 
   “I’ll say,” Cai said with a laugh. “So many babies now that I don’t know how anyone gets any sleep at night.”
 
   “How long has it been like that?”
 
   Cai stared off into the fields again. “Oh, let me see. I guess just as soon as the extra food started to build up is when the extra babies started arriving. Must be more than ten years ago now. Most of the boys are already working in the fields, have been for quite a few summers now.”
 
   Shang nodded, happy with Cai’s answers. In the years since his reforms were enacted by Duke Xian he’d heard many similar stories, though all had been within one or two days ride of the capital of Yong. Shang had wanted to get out further, to really see how the changes were affecting the areas most distant from the bureaucratic center of Qin, but he’d never had the time. Something always needed his attention, someone always wanted his advice. Eventually he’d had to confront Duke Xian and demand that he be allowed to travel to the far borders of the state to make sure the changes were also taking place there. The duke had chuckled and said that if it was that important to him then he should go. Shang had jumped into a chariot that afternoon and headed west, stopping at each small village or town that he came across to make tallies and question the locals. So far he’d been away from the capital for nearly a month, and what a tumultuous month it must have been. While the lives of the peasants went about much as they had for thousands of years, their daily routines unaffected by the outside world, that certainly could not be said for the peoples far to the east outside of Qin’s borders. 
 
   Just before Shang left word had gotten to Yong that the State of Wei had broken the twenty-year old peace between the Seven States that had been signed in Luoyang. Shang remembered the day it had been signed, the day after his then marquis, Marquis Wen of Wei, had been found dead in the palace gardens. It was also the day that his former master, teacher, and mentor, and the man that was most like a father to him, had left, never to be seen again. Shang thought frequently of what Liu Kui was doing now, where he was, and what he was seeing. He didn’t for a second doubt that the man was still alive, although if that was the case he’d be well into his eighties by now. Shang wondered most of all, however, what Liu would think of him. The young boy by the name of Wei Yang that he’d found struggling mightily in the private schools and lifted up into government service was no more. That young man had been polite, deferential, and submissive; in short weak, and he was no more. The years that he’d traveled about the Seven States doing the odd-job of scribe work here and there had drilled that out of him, the realities of the world making him hard and unforgiving. The ideas that he’d learned from Liu began to take shape in his mind, swirling and cementing into concrete plans to solve many of the problems plaguing the Seven States. And when one state found out about the former mentor of Liu Kui, by chance the weakest state of all the Seven, Wei Yang had agreed to serve them. Three days and three nights of discussions with Duke Xian of Qin had led to the agreement between the two men that Wei’s plans would be put into motion unopposed by Duke Xian, the only condition being that Wei Yang change his name. The name ‘Wei’ would always make people think of the state of Wei, and that would not be good. Duke Xian had suggested Shang, meaning ‘business,’ and Wei Yang was no more.
 
   Shang stared out over the fields and toward the distant mountains. They were a dozen miles from the eastern extent of the Kunlun Mountain Range, a vast stretch of peaks that spanned nearly two-thousand miles before coming to an end southwest of the Wei River and more than a week’s ride by chariot from the capital. The Mountains marked the western boundary of Qin, or at least how much land Qin had so far taken from the nomadic and barbarian peoples that dwelled there. Qin was continually pushing further and further west, expanding its borders while creating new places for people to settle, farm, and make large families. 
 
   The large families were the key to all of Shang’s reforms. Without large families there’d be no large army, and if Qin needed anything at this time it needed a large army. With fighting breaking out between each of the four states on its eastern border Qin would have to be ready, and would have to assume that they’d be drawn into it. Shang had always known that the Seven States would eventually go after one another once all the smaller states had been swallowed up. He knew even in Luoyang all of those years before that the peace agreement was just a temporary break from the hostilities which had always plagued the states and which most likely always would. Even if they were somehow unified under one state the old animosities would rise again; the fighting would never stop.
 
   Shang turned back to Cai, who was still chewing on his straw of grain. 
 
   “How popular is the army in these parts?” he asked.
 
   “Popular,” Cai answered, pulling the straw from his mouth to do so. “Many of the young boys working in the fields now can’t wait until they’re old enough to join up.”
 
   “And what about those older?” Shang asked. “You’re pretty close to the smaller states of Shu and Ba. Have any of those people shown a willingness to enter the army’s ranks?”
 
   “Many have,” Cai said. “Their land was never much when we rolled our chariots through there, oh, I can’t remember how many years ago now.”
 
   “Eight,” Shang said, remembering the day the still-weak Qin Army had moved south from the capital to finally conquer the two states. It had been a tough fight and Qin had nearly lost it once both states joined together, but somehow they’d prevailed and brought the two states into Qin’s fold, nearly doubling their land area in the process. But Cai was right – Shu and Ba had never had very good land to begin with, and even after nearly a decade they were still having problems farming.
 
   “Have many of the new families that’ve settled in this area hailed from down south?” Shang asked.
 
   “Oh, yes, most,” Cai answered. “Most of the new blood around here comes from those two states.”
 
   “And how are they faring?”
 
   “Quite well, quite well. Most of those people are natural farmers once they’ve got good land to work. Man that’s got the land next to me came up from Ba shortly after the fighting there ended, in fact. His land looks just like mine, so much so in fact that it often causes trouble when the harvest time comes and we can’t sort out where one boundary ends and another begins.” 
 
   Cai chuckled and shook his head as he spoke the last and Shang couldn’t help but smile himself. An area of the state that had been one of the poorest and least livable twenty years before was now thriving. The reforms were working.
 
   “You’ve been a great help Lao Cai,” Shang said, addressing him respectfully. 
 
   Cai smiled a nearly toothless smile. “I hope what I’ve said helps you men out in Yong. Whatever you’ve been doing there over the past few years has sure been a big help here.”
 
   Shang smiled and nodded once again before turning back toward the small dirt road a few hundred yards away. He’d gotten lucky running into Cai. When he’d turned onto the small dirt road, more mud than dirt really, and which wouldn’t even have been classified as a road in many other areas of the state, he’d had his doubts whether he’d come across any peasants or not. Coming across Cai had been a blessing from Shangdi – the man had told him everything he could have possibly wanted to hear. 
 
   Shang reached his chariot, the single horse idly chewing on some grass near the road, and hopped up into the car. Taking the reins in hand he turned the chariot back north. He’d been thinking about heading further south into the conquered areas of Shu and Ba, but after speaking with Cai he didn’t think he needed to. Both states sounded like they were still struggling with their agriculture, at least those that hadn’t headed further north. It seemed that the people weren’t to blame, just the land. Once he got back to the capital he’d have to have several long discussions with the government’s agricultural men to decide on a solution. Still, he thought as he cracked the reins across the horse’s back and sent the chariot into a slow pace over the rutted-road, Shu and Ba were ideal places to recruit for the army. The men that chose to stay there had few prospects other than the military, and after talking with Cai it sounded as though many had already come to that conclusion.
 
   Many more would have to come to that same conclusion if Qin were to have any chance at survival over the coming years, Shang knew. Already his mind was moving away from crop yields and population figures and toward the fighting that could still be happening between Wei, Zhao, Han, and Chu. He shook his head as he thought of the Three Jins fighting one another again and how Marquis Wen had worked so hard to ensure that it’d not occur again. 
 
   Shang let out a sigh. 
 
   “Oh well, men fight,” he said out loud to himself, “and that’s exactly what Qin will do as well.”
 
    
 
   NINETEEN
 
   Duke Xian stared at the cup and the tendrils of steam that rose up and floated out over the small table before dissipating altogether. Satisfied that the tea had been steeped long enough he reached his arm forward and took hold of the cup, slowly bringing it up to his lips. He closed his eyes and took a small, audible sip, then opened them, licked his lips, and set the cup back on the table.
 
   “That is good,” Xian admitted as he looked across the small table to Marquis Jing of Zhao. “You say it is from the areas you took from Wei last month?”
 
   “That’s correct, Duke,” Jing replied, picking up his own steaming cup to take a sip. “Quite tasty, I think.”
 
   Xian waved his hand in the air. “Please, call me Xian. Titles are not required while we’re alone together here in the palace.”
 
   “Then I insist that you call me Jing,” Jing replied with a smile.
 
   Xian nodded and settled his hands into the voluminous arms of his dark red robes. It had been less than a week since the bird had arrived from Jing asking for an audience with Xian, not nearly long enough for the reply Xian had sent off immediately to grant such an audience to have arrived back in Handan. Jing must have been confident of the answer or else planned to come to Yong with or without Xian’s permission. Not that it mattered much, Xian thought to himself as he stared at the Marquis of Zhao sitting across from him. The fact that one of The Three Jins was requesting a meeting with Qin, a state that had been considered the weakest of the Seven States for longer than Xian cared to remember, was quite a validation on all of the changes that had occurred in the far western state over the past twenty years. 
 
   “Jing, you requested this meeting,” Xian said slowly, his eyes on the cup of tea sitting on the table, “what is it you’d like to discuss?”
 
   “The war, of course,” Jing said without hesitation, his gaze locked firmly on Xian. “The war that Hui of Wei started when he moved against me in the small State of Wey and which now includes both the States of Han and Chu as well.”
 
   “And you would have Qin join in that fight also, is that it?”
 
   Jing nodded. “Qin covers the whole of the western border of Wei and the changes that you’ve implemented here recently have made you strong. I would like you to ally yourself with Zhao in the coming fight.”
 
   “It sounds like you have this well-thought out,” Xian said. “What role exactly do you have in mind for Qin?”
 
   “Wei is still the strongest state of the Seven, and right now they’re mistrustful of everyone, thanks to their actions of a month ago,” Jing began. “No one state alone, I believe, can take down Wei on their own. If Wei is to fall it’ll only happen with two or more states working in combination.”
 
   “And you want Qin to be one of those states,” Xian said.
 
   “I want Qin to attack Wei from the west, something that they’ll be unprepared for. From my informants in the Wei capital of Anyi I know that Marquis Hui thinks little of you, Xian, or your state. He views Qin as backward and a threat to no one.” Jing smiled. “I want you to show him otherwise.”
 
   “So I invade from the west, but as you just said, no one state is strong enough to take Wei alone. What happens next?”
 
   “I attack you.”
 
   “I see,” Xian said as his brows knitted and he reached for his cup of tea, blowing the still-rising steam off it before taking a sip. “And why would you tell me this?” he asked Jing over the rim of the cup.
 
   “Because Wei will not fall easily. It will take more than one state attacking from the west while another comes down on them from the north. Wei must be fooled, made to think that the situation is other than it really is.”
 
   “And what is the situation, really, when I move against Wei only to have both Wei and Zhao retaliate against me?”
 
   “It will not be a real attack, Xian,” Jing said with a small laugh as he reached for his cup of tea. “It will be a show, really, a show to Wei that Zhao is on their side.” Jing took a deep sip from his cup and then sat it back down and leaned forward in his chair. 
 
   “You see, Xian, Hui has broken the peace that his grandfather so painstakingly brought about. Marquis Wen dreamed of that peace and also the recognition it would bring him with King Weilie of Zhou. That is why he traveled to Luoyang and called the rulers of all of the other Seven States to join him there as well. My father and I both went, and I well remember the joy on both his and Marquis Wen’s face the night that King Weilie proclaimed them along with Han as The Three Jins. Now, twenty years later, Marquis Hui has thrown that distinction away. The Three Jins are no more, not when they’re fighting, at least, and I mean to give Hui a chance to gain that distinction back.”
 
   “By attacking me,” Xian said.
 
   “I have to make Hui think that I’ve forgiven him for the attack he made against me, make him think that I want The Three Jins to be at peace and to work together against their foes.”
 
   “Han is with you then?”
 
   “I spoke with Marquis Wen of Han little more than a week ago; we both agree that Wei should be brought down and he left it to me to discuss with you.”
 
   “So what will Han’s role be in this fight? Will they move against me as well?”
 
   Jing shook his head. “No, Han will stay out of this portion of the fight.”
 
   Xian nodded. “So you move against me in a simulated counterattack and I pull my forces back across the border, making it look like Zhao saved the day for Wei. You gain the trust of Marquis Hui, and then what? When do you betray that trust?”
 
   “I expect that we can carry out the first attack soon, within the next month or two. After that winter will set in and there can be no fighting until spring. All throughout those frozen months I will be in contact with Hui, building up the trust I earned by coming to his aid. But I’ll also be in contact with you as well, planning the next stage of the ruse. As soon as the spring thaw comes we can both move against Wei for real, this time with Han aiding us from the south. Wei won’t be able to hold off three states coming at them from three different directions all at once. They’ll be defeated and we’ll divide up their territory equally amongst ourselves.”
 
   “And what about Chu? Are you in contact with King Su as well? Where does he fit into your plan?”
 
   “I’ve had no contact with King Su, but I mean to try here shortly. His move against Wei last month came as a surprise to everyone and there’s no telling what he’d do if another attack came.”
 
   “I’m sure that he wouldn’t hesitate a second before rushing north with his troops to carve off just as big a piece of Wei as he can manage.”
 
   “That’s my fear,” Jing admitted, “and the reason I’ll request an audience with him soon.”
 
   “You don’t mean to tell him the plan between you and I and Han, do you? He’ll want to be a part of it, and do we really want Wei divided four ways? Already with the lands that’ve been taken by you and Chu there’s really not as great an area as there once was.”
 
   “I’ll take care of King Su, don’t you worry,” Jing said.
 
   “And Duke Fei of Qi and his son? What of them?”
 
   Jing shook his head. “Duke Fei will be dead before the year is up; his son is already calling himself King Wei of Qi. I’ll call a meeting with them as well and make it clear that this is a fight between The Three Jins and that the other states are to stay out of it.”
 
   Xian laughed. “That is easier said than done. Once the smell of blood is in the air it’s impossible to keep the wolves at bay.”
 
   “Why worry, Xian? They’re no threat to you whatever they do. It’s Zhao that’s bordered by Qi and Han that is bordered by Chu. If either of those states decide to join in the fight they’ll have to move against us before they could ever possibly move against you.”
 
   “You know that this is just the first stage in a long conflict,” Xian said, his eyes narrowing, “a conflict that will last well past our own lifetimes and perhaps even those of our children.”
 
   Jing nodded. “I do. But that shouldn’t preclude some of us from working together now, even if we become enemies in the future.”
 
   Xian stared at Jing for several moments before setting his cup back on the table and rising to his feet, Jing immediately following him up.
 
   “I will go along with your plan, these first two parts that you’ve mentioned here today, at least,” Xian said as he put his arm around Jing’s shoulders and turned him toward the doors. “I’ll order the invasion of Wei within the month, but you must be ready for it; I’ll not send a message off telling you when the attack will be, or where.”
 
   “I understand,” Jing said.
 
   “I want it made clear to your troops, as I will make it clear to mine, that there is to be no real fighting between Qin and Zhao and that when our two forces come into contact we will go back across our border, as you are to do as well.”
 
   “Many of my troops will no doubt have to stay in Wei a bit longer, but I’m sure Hui will want them sent back north as soon as possible.”
 
   Xian nodded. “Now, as to the winter months. I want to be kept informed as to your meetings with Hui as well as those of the other states. We’ll most likely have to have another meeting ourselves before spring to plan out exactly what the combined attacks against Wei will be like.”
 
   “It will be as you say,” Jing said as they reached the doors.
 
   Xian stepped away so that they were both standing across from one another. “And after it’s all said and done and Wei is no more, then what?”
 
   “Anything could happen between now and then and it would be presumptuous to plan too far ahead.”
 
   Xian nodded. “Then you have my commitment to your plan, Marquis Jing.” He extended his hand out, his eyes locked on Jing’s.
 
   Jing clasped Xian’s forearm and held his gaze. “It’s a deal,” he said as the two men held one another’s arms for a moment longer before breaking the embrace.
 
   Xian pulled one of the double doors to his personal chambers open for Jing and held an arm up to motion him out. “My attendants will show you out of the palace and provide you an escort out of the city,” he said with a smile.
 
   Jing nodded. “Until spring, then.”
 
   “Until spring.”
 
    
 
   TWENTY
 
   After Jing had stepped out into the hallway Xian pulled the door closed behind him. He walked back to the small table with two chairs and sat down, picking up his still-hot cup of tea and taking a sip.
 
   “Well, what do you think?” he said loudly.
 
   A portion of the large bookshelf along the wall swung out and from behind it stepped Shang Yang. 
 
   “I think that we’ve entered into a deal that’ll show the other Seven States the might of Qin while allowing us to increase our territory,” Shang said as he pushed the bookcase closed and turned toward Xian. “Most importantly there’s a firm end to the deal, one that allows us to walk away with no future commitments to anyone. You did well, Sire.”
 
   “Do you trust him?” Xian asked as he moved back to his chair. “Do you think that he’ll uphold his part of the bargain and not attack me for real when I invade Wei? Or do you think that he has this all planned out with Marquis Hui already, both eager to pounce upon me when I show up on their borders?”
 
   Shang moved to the chair vacated by Jing and sat down. “There’s no way to tell for sure, Sire, but I don’t think Jing will betray you in this, not now at least.”
 
   “Not now,” Xian chortled, “well, that makes me feel real secure.”
 
   “The way things are going in the Seven States these days there is no way to be sure what will happen in the future. For now at least I think that our move into Wei will go as planned just now between you and Jing.”
 
   Xian narrowed his eyes at Shang. He’d known the man well enough now to know there was something else hiding behind those piercing eyes, some ulterior plan that he was just now hatching with the news he’d heard.
 
   “Come now, Shang,” Xian said after a few moments. “I know that your mind is awhirl with all that you’ve just heard. Tell me what you’re thinking.”
 
   Shang leaned back in his chair and crossed one leg over the other. He stroked his long beard, nearly all gray now with just a trace of black near the face, and stared at the table. Finally after a few moments he looked up at Xian.
 
   “Marquis Jing wants us to invade Wei, but he didn’t say where he wants that invasion to take place, and he gave us no indication as to how great an extent that invasion should be.”
 
   “I assume he means for us to enter Wei closer to his northern borders so that it’ll be easier for his troops to reach us before Marquis Hui’s do.”
 
   Shang raised his eyebrows. “Yes, I suppose that’s a possibility, maybe even the possibility that he was thinking. But you see, Sire,” Shang continued as he leaned forward, “we can’t be sure because he did not say for sure. As far as we know we can invade Wei anywhere, and with as large or as small of a force as we deem necessary.” He paused for a moment, drawing Xian’s undivided attention to him. “The possibilities in such a scenario are immense, Sire.”
 
   “What do you propose, Shang? You’re not a military man – I leave that up to others more qualified than you.”
 
   Shang nodded. “As you should, Sire, but that doesn’t mean that I am completely blind to military possibilities, especially when they present themselves.” He leaned back in his chair and looked up at the ceiling for a moment. “Marquis Jing mentioned how those in Wei view Qin as backward and not a threat to anyone. Now is our time to let everyone in the Seven States see how powerful Qin has become. I propose that we invade Wei with the majority of our forces and with the full intention of conquering it. We push as far into the country as we can and take up as much of their area as we can. Marquis Jing spoke of dividing up the land equally once Wei is finished for good, but he said nothing about taking a few pieces before hand, as both he and Marquis Wen have already done.” Shang’s eyes narrowed as he peered at Xian. “Now is our opportunity, Sire, for us to take the Hexi Corridor back from Wei after nearly twenty years.”
 
   Xian stared at Shang in silence for several moments and then slowly began to nod his head. “I like it, Shang. My great-grandfather was incensed when Hexi was taken, although I don’t know if he was angered more by the fact that Wei had taken it or that he was powerless to do anything about it.”
 
   Shang shook his head. “Powerless, no. Marquis Jian put up a five-year fight against General Wu Qi, one of the greatest generals the Seven States has ever seen. That is something that most states can’t claim.”
 
   Xian smiled. “Thank you, Shang, for those kind words.” He reached for his cup of tea and took another sip. “It would be nice to have the Hexi Corridor back under our control. The area is the major route for trade caravans heading west, and the taxes they now pay to Wei will do much to fill our own treasury.”
 
   “And the prestige that Qin will gain in the eyes of the other Seven States will be more valuable by far, Sire.”
 
   Xian finished the last of his tea and put the cup back on the table. “Hexi lies on Wei’s western border; it won’t be difficult to take.” 
 
   He narrowed his eyes at Shang and stroked his beard. 
 
   “But will it be enough?”
 
   “To anger and humiliate Wei, yes; to make the other Seven stand up and take notice of how far we’ve come, perhaps not. It will be much easier to take and hold Hexi if our army runs right through it, pushing further east toward the smaller State of Wey that played such a leading role in all the recent turmoil. We can hold a portion of our forces in reserve to go in and firmly occupy the area while Wei is rushing toward our advancing army.”
 
   Xian laughed. “Why not just invade the capital while we’re at it?”
 
   “Why not?” Shang said, his piercing eyes boring into Xian and not betraying a hint of humor.
 
   “I’m joking, Shang,” Xian laughed, although there was nervousness mixed in with the mirth. “We could never take Anyi.”
 
   “I’m not so sure about that, Sire.” Shang rubbed and tugged at his beard as he stared at the ceiling once again. “Our forces have become quite strong over the past few years, their training having been excellent. I wouldn’t underestimate what they can do.”
 
   Xian shook his head. “No, Shang.” He rose from his chair and turned toward the door. “And before this conversation goes any further I think it would be best if we have a true military opinion on the matter, perhaps a few.”
 
   Shang groaned. He knew where this was going. Whenever the Marquis got it into his head to have a council on matters of the military at least four or five generals would have to be called up from wherever they were in the state to rush to the capital. It was looking more and more likely that whatever ideas Shang might have had for the invasion of Wei would not be discussed again for a week at the least.”
 
   “Jing Jian is in the capital, fresh from some actions against the Rong Tribes in the north,” Xian said as he reached the door. “We’ll call him forth to advise us on the matter.”
 
   Shang cocked his head at the mention of Jing while Xian stuck his head out f the door to converse with the nearby guards. Jing Jian had been the man most responsible for Shang Yang’s current lot in life. It had been him that had discovered Liu Kui’s book on philosophy, the book that had been the basis of the changes that Qin had implemented over the past fifteen years. Jing had tracked him down while he was still a wandering scribe named Wei Yang and had followed him to where he’d hidden the book, for it was much to valuable to carry at all times where it’d be vulnerable to theft. Jing had then confronted Shang about it after a particularly nasty fight in the common room of an inn involving Shang and several Confucians. It was he that had brought Shang to meet with Marquis Xian, the still-young ruler of the weakest of the Seven States, and whose talks over three days and nights had eventually persuaded Shang to help Qin. 
 
   That had been fifteen years ago and Shang hadn’t seen Jing since, although he’d heard of his exploits quite frequently over that time. Jing had been a leading general in the invasions of the twin states of Shu and Ba to the south, and while it was true that there were still many difficulties in both states, Shu in particular, those problems could not be laid at the feet of the military, all of whom had done an exceptional job of conquering the two states quickly and with few casualties on either side. Since then Jing had been the leading general fighting against the Rong Tribes to the north, a fight which had been going on for centuries as the northern barbarians refused to be cowed and to bow down to anyone. Lately Jing’s troops had been more carpenters and masons than soldiers, erecting a large wall several feet high for miles and miles along the northern border they shared with the fiercely nomadic people. The wall was more earth and stone than wood and brick, but it was effective in blocking horses and fast-moving troops and had proven decisive over the past several years in slowing the Rong Tribes’ southern sorties if not eliminating them altogether.
 
   Shang hadn’t known that Jing had returned to the capital, something that the man had not done in nearly ten years, having been sent straight north after his southern victories. There were many generals in the now large Qin Army, but many agreed that Jing was a leader among them, if not the finest of them all.
 
   “Jing will meet with us shortly,” Xian said as he sat down and looked Shang in the eye, “as will my son.”
 
   Shang’s shoulders slumped but he suppressed the groan he felt like letting out at the Marquis’ words. Shang had never had a good relationship with Marquis Xian’s son, Ying Si, and their relationship had particularly soured after an incident now nearly ten years old.
 
   Ying Si had still been an adolescent, and a tempestuous one at that, when he’d committed some crime that Shang couldn’t even now remember. He had suggested to Marquis Xian that Ying should be punished regardless of his position in the royal family. Xian had agreed, and, since it was still too much to actually punish the young Crown Prince physically, the boy’s tutors had been punished instead, since it was widely agreed in Xian’s court that the two men had failed in their duties to the boy if he’d perpetrated such an egregious crime. The two men had had their noses cut off and were banished from the capital, while Ying Si himself was banished from the royal palace for a period of one year. Seeing two old men disfigured and forced to live in the city and not the palace hadn’t been much of a punishment for the boy, Shang had thought, especially when his father ensured that a wealthy noble would house the boy in a home nearly as palatial as the palace itself. Still, at the time Shang had not had much time to think on it, so wrapped-up in the changes the reforms he was implementing were bringing about, although he would later come to regret the suggestion that he had made to Marquis Xian that day in little more than passing.
 
   His year of exile up, Ying Si had returned to the palace, much older and wiser it seemed, although jaded as well. The boy that’d been quick to laugh now seemed morose, his earlier humor replaced with a cold seriousness. Shang saw him often, as he lived and worked in the palace as well, and it quickly became apparent that Ying held a grudge against him. The years since then had done little to lessen the ill-feelings between them, and in nearly every matter they were in disagreement, and, Shang suspected, even if Ying knew for a certainty that Shang’s position was good for Qin.
 
   “Will you two ever get over the animosity that you feel toward one another?” Xian asked as if reading Shang’s thoughts. “That incident was ten years ago now.”
 
   “I can barely remember the incident that brought it all about,” Shang admitted.
 
   Xian laughed. “Oh, it seemed quite serious at the time, although now I almost laugh when I think about it, though certainly not in my son’s presence, of course.”
 
   “Remind me, will you, Sire?” Shang asked with a hint of a smile, the most that he ever displayed, and those exceedingly rare at best.
 
   Xian let out a deep breath and stared off into the distance as he remembered. Finally, without directing his gaze away from the past, he spoke.
 
   “As are the causes of most problems involving young men, this one involved a woman. It wasn’t a noble woman, or even one of a decent birth, if you’ll remember,” Xian said as he glanced at Shang for a moment before continuing again, “but a common woman, one serving in the palace kitchens. Ying had surely had many women by that time, he was nearly a man grown, but for some reason this particular serving woman caught his attention and he just had to have her. What should have been a simple thing and something that wouldn’t have drawn anyone’s attention in the least became complicated because of another man. You see, this woman had already caught the eye of another, a young man that just happened to be the son of a noble, and when Ying’s unwanted advances became too much for her the woman rushed to her man. He confronted Ying about it and Ying proceeded to push him down a flight of stairs.” Xian paused to shake his head. “Poor boy broke his back and was never able to walk again. The truly unfortunate thing was that a few guards just happened to be coming down those stairs at the same time and caught Ying in the act of pushing the boy. The matter could have been quietly hushed up then and there if the guards would have remained silent, but instead of sending for me first they instead informed the boy’s father, who immediately rushed to the palace. By then word was out as to what had happened and the man was demanding punishment.”
 
   Shang nodded as Xian paused in his recounting. “I remember it well now, and am surprised that I’d forgotten. The boy’s father was from lands straddling the Qin/Shu border, and his forces had been instrumental in our efforts there. We couldn’t afford to alienate him, possibly losing his support as well as several other nobles, and when things were just beginning to go our way there.”
 
   “And that is why you suggested that Ying be punished,” Xian said. “I took your advice, although now I wish I had not, and the year in exile that Ying bore very nearly lost me a son. As it stands I can barely recognize the jovial and confident youth that once was whenever I see him now.”
 
   Both men looked down at the floor in silence for several moments as they thought back on the events of yesteryear. Their brief reveries were interrupted a few moments later when a loud knock came, and the door opened a moment later. 
 
   Both men turned to see Jing Jian stride into the room. The general was wearing dark grey robes tied at the waist with a black belt. His long black hair was tied in neat top-knot and again in a smaller bun at the base of his neck. The long beard that Shang remembered from his previous meeting with the man was now cut short, although his mustache had grown long in its place, reaching down to the top of his chest. As he strode purposefully across the room to where Xian was sitting, Shang could see his thick eyebrows rise to reveal his small and penetrating eyes. He pulled his arms from the sleeves of his robes as he got closer to Xian and both men embraced by grasping each other’s forearms.
 
   “Marquis Xian, it is an honor to see you once again,” Jing said.
 
   “And it is an honor for me as well, Jing. It has been too long since you’ve last been in the palace to see me.”
 
   Jing nodded. “Not since before we made the first moves against Shu and Ba more than ten years ago.” He looked down at the floor for a moment before looking into Xian’s face again. “I really wish things were working out better down south,” he said with a sorrowful voice.
 
   Xian shook his head. “They are working, that is what is important. Our settlement of the lands may not be going as quickly as we’d like, but those two states comprise a vast area of land and it’ll take time to secure it all.”
 
   “Just give the word and I’ll move my forces south to speed up the process,” Jing said.
 
   Xian waved away the words with his hand. “We have a much more important task for you, Jing.” Xian stepped aside and raised his arm up toward the small table and chairs and Shang rose to his feet.
 
   “More important than putting up walls in the north?” Jing asked with a trace of sarcasm.
 
   “Much more important,” Xian said as the two men reached the table.
 
   Jing’s eyes fell on Shang and looked him up and down before settling back on his face. 
 
   “Shang Yang, I’ve heard much of what you’ve done over the past fifteen years. It seems like only yesterday that we were riding to the Marquis’ hunting lodge together.”
 
   Shang nodded. “Much has changed since then, Jing, not the least of which being the changes you’ve helped bring about.”
 
   “I’ve only been able to bring them about because of the forces at my disposal, forces that you created from nothing.”
 
   Shang bowed his head at the words before looking up at Jing again. “We have another task for those forces, and one that we hope you’ll be able to help us clarify.”
 
   “I heard that Marquis Jing of Zhao was in the palace,” Jing said with a look from one man to the other. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with him, would it?”
 
   “It has much to do with him, although it’s also far larger than him as well,” Xian said as he settled into his chair and motioned for the other two to do so as well.
 
   “If it has anything to do with Zhao than it must also have something to do with Han, Wei, and Chu as well, for it seems that nothing can only involve one state these days.”
 
   Shang nodded at Jing’s words. “It will involve a few of those states and possibly all or even more, we aren’t sure.”
 
   “That is why we called you here, to discuss the matter,” Xian said. “Shang and I are not the military experts that you are, and we need your opinion.”
 
   “Well, in that case I’ll help as much as I can,” Jing said.
 
   Xian leaned forward in his chair and was just about to divulge what he’d discussed with Marquis Jing when the door flew open and Ying Si strode into the room. It was obvious from the way that the guard rushed about that he’d tried to alert the men of the prince’s approach and that he was utterly sorry for the sudden intrusion, but Xian simply waved it off. 
 
   Ying strode to where his father and two of the most important men in all of Qin were sitting and sat down in an empty chair without a word. He was wearing dark brown robes that looked to have been slept in and his hair was quite disheveled, having been hastily pulled back and tied in a knot. His short beard and mustache, though well-trimmed, looked not to have been washed in at least two days. Red rimmed his eyes as well, and Shang detected the faint smell of wine. Obviously the prince had been drinking the night before, possibly well into the morning. No doubt he’d been woken for this meeting even though it was well past midday.
 
   “Ying Si,” Xian said after a moment to break the sudden tension around the table, “I’m glad you decided to join us. We have some delicate things to discuss, matters of the utmost importance to the future of Qin, which you can have a large part in.”
 
   Ying shrugged his shoulders and raised his eyebrows as if it was of little consequence to him. He did give an acknowledging nod to Jing Jian which was returned but to Shang he only gave a short scoff. Shang frowned and raised his own eyebrows at the sleight, but said nothing. Xian cleared his throat and leaned back in toward Jing.
 
   “As you know and have mentioned, Jing, Marquis Jing of Zhao was here today for a meeting. To get quickly to the point, he wants Qin to invade Wei.”
 
   Jing nodded at the words but said nothing and Ying only yawned. 
 
   “What’s more, he then intends to make a show of attacking and repelling us from Wei so as to gain Marquis Hui’s trust.”
 
   “And what did you say to that?” Jing asked.
 
   “I agreed to it.”
 
   Jing nodded again. “And what will this attack from Zhao be like?”
 
   “He assured me that it will only be a ruse, and that when we encounter Zhao troops we are to begin moving back across our border.”
 
   “When will this take place?” Jing asked.
 
   “At a time of our choosing, but shortly – the winter will be upon us soon and we want the attack to occur before the first snows seal off the Hangu Pass.”
 
   Jing nodded again. “Marquis Jing said that he wants Qin to invade Wei, but did he say where he wants that invasion to occur or how many forces should comprise it?”
 
   “He said nothing in regard to either of those points,” Xian said. “We wanted to get your opinion on the matter, although Shang thinks that the vagueness of the Marquis’ request allows us to move against Wei wherever we would like with however many forces we would like.”
 
   “Shang is correct in that assumption,” Jing said as he turned to Shang. “What else do you think?”
 
   “I think this is a great opportunity for Qin to take back the Hexi Corridor that was taken when Wei attacked nearly twenty years ago.”
 
   Jing rubbed at his short beard and nodded slowly. “That is a possibility, and one that would do much to bolster our growing prestige with the other states.”
 
   “The area would also bring in a great-deal of tax revenue from the caravan trade,” Xian said.
 
   “So we take back Hexi, is that it then?” Jing asked. “Or is there more that you want from this invasion?”
 
   Xian looked to Shang for a moment before settling his gaze on Jing. “Shang thinks that we could use this invasion to send a clear message to the other Seven States that Qin is a force to be reckoned with. He thinks that we can push deep into Wei territory, perhaps even taking the capital.”
 
   “Does he now?” Jing said with a faint smile as he looked at Shang. “You really think that we could take Anyi?”
 
   Shang’s eyes narrowed and bore into Jing. “Do you?”
 
   Jing shrugged his shoulders. “I think we could, although I don’t think it would be wise?”
 
   “Why not?” Ying asked, his first words since entering the room.
 
   “Well for one thing we would have to occupy it and that wouldn’t fall within Marquis Jing’s plans of repelling us from Wei.”
 
   “We could take it and then abandon it,” Ying said. “Jing would certainly gain Hui’s trust if he pushed us out of their capital.”
 
   The General shook his head. “I don’t think it would be a prudent move to make at this time.”
 
   “And what do you think would be prudent?” Ying said in a mocking tone.
 
   Jing shot the prince a dark look and the young man settled back in his chair with a scoff. He turned his eyes back to Xian. 
 
   “I think we could move into Hexi without a problem; the area isn’t heavily-garrisoned, despite its importance. That move will let Wei know we’re coming. They’ll assemble their forces to meet us on the field, where a battle will take place. It will be there where this ruse by Zhao can take place and from which we can move back across our borders.”
 
   “Do you have a site in mind for this battle?” Xian asked.
 
   Jian nodded and reached into a deep pocked on the side of his robes, pulling out a rolled up scroll. Shang leaned forward and moved the tea cups out of the way and Jing unrolled the scroll onto the table, showing a map of Qin and much of western Zhao, Wei, Han, and Chu.
 
   “This spot here would be a good place,” Jing said as he put his finger down on a spot on the map. “It’s a large plain on the eastern outskirts of the Helan Mountains and near a small town called Shimen. It’s not too far south of Hexi and close to our eastern border. I think it would be a good place to meet Wei on the field.”
 
   “You’ve given some thought to this already,” Xian said with a smile.
 
   “I’ve given thought to where to invade all the Seven States,” Jing said with an even wider grin.
 
   “Shimen,” Xian said as he leaned in toward the map. “I’ve never heard of it.”
 
   Jing smiled again. “All in the Seven States soon will.”
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   Pang Juan rushed through the palace corridors, a desperate look in his eyes and sweat beginning to appear on his brow. He took a turn around one corner and nearly knocked a servant down as she carried a bundle of laundry, but he simply pressed on without even the barest of acknowledgments. 
 
   Another turn brought him to a flight of stairs and he bounded up them three at a time, reaching the top in mere seconds. He paused briefly, turning his head down each hallway, and then set off to his right, sure that that was the direction to the royal apartments. His guess proved correct a few moments later when he ran around another corner and came to a door guarded by two large men with dagger-axes. Both tensed at his sudden and frantic appearance, but Pang didn’t pause as he rushed toward them.
 
   “I’ve urgent news for Marquis Hui!” he said between breaths.
 
   The guards stepped aside and one of them opened one of the double doors for him. Pang nodded appreciatively and rushed into the room.
 
   Inside the curtains were all pulled and only a few candles offered the faintest of light. The large bed that dominated the cavernous room was still occupied by Marquis Wu, Marquis Hui’s father, who many believed dead, a fact which allowed Hui to assume that title and the duties that went with it. Pang glanced at the frail Marquis sleeping in the bed and was surprised he was not dead, though his face seemed to be more bones than skin and his eyes were so sunken that they could have been wells.
 
   Hui and Zhai Huang were standing around the large table that had been moved into the room after the twin invasions of Wei by Chu and Zhao, its surface covered in maps of different shapes and sizes. Both looked up at the sudden intrusion by Pang, their faces showing alarm.
 
   Pang bent down and put his hands on his knees to try and catch his breath as the door behind him was pulled closed. He looked up at the two men and shook his head.
 
   “Qin,” he said between pants. “Qin is moving toward our border.”
 
   “What!” Hui nearly shouted, coming around the table to be closer to Pang. “Qin? That’s not possible.”
 
   Pang shook his head again. “They’re pushing west into the Hexi Corridor. Initial estimates put their strength at 100,000 foot soldiers, more than 20,000 archers and crossbow men, and about 500 chariots.”
 
   Hui looked over at Zhai, whose eyes had grown wide at the numbers mentioned, and then back at Pang.
 
   “That is not possible,” he said with a shake of his head. “Qin could never field that kind of number. For one thing they don’t have the people.”
 
   Pang straightened and walked to the two men, stopping a foot from them. 
 
   “We’ve two messages, one from just across the Qin border and the other from Hexi. Both list nearly the exact same figures.”
 
   Hui looked to Zhai. “How is this possible? Could troops from Zhao be in their army?”
 
   The Minister of War rubbed at his beard. “It is possible, but with the reforms that Qin has been taking over the past twenty years they may have been able to create such an army.”
 
   Hui looked off to the side of the room and then slammed his hand down on the table. 
 
   “First Chu and then Zhao. Now you’re telling me that Qin is invading as well? Once word of this reaches the other Seven they’ll surely move as well; Wei will be finished.”
 
   A gurgling cough came from the bed and the three men looked that way. Marquis Wu was holding his blood-stained cloth to his mouth as the cough came again. Both Pang and Zhai looked at one another, but Hui only stared at his father. He knew that the sound coming from his father’s mouth was not a cough but as close as he could now get to a laugh.
 
   “You find this amusing, father?” Hui said as he took a few steps closer to the bed. “Does the prospect of Wei being annihilated give you humor?”
 
   Wu pulled the cloth from his mouth and stared up at his son with those sunken eyes. 
 
   “You brought this on yourself, Hui,” he said in a wheezing whisper. “What did you think would happen when you broke the peace?”
 
   “I certainly didn’t think that Qin would be the next to invade us.”
 
   A trace of a smile came to Wu’s lips. “The population of Qin has been rising steadily for nearly a generation. The changes that’ve been made have done much to make them great.”
 
   “So now Qin is great? Great enough to defeat us?”
 
   “Perhaps,” Wu said faintly before another fit of coughing took him.
 
   Hui turned away in disgust and looked at Pang. “The messages say only that they’re moving toward Hexi, nowhere else?”
 
   “That is correct.”
 
   Hui moved to the maps and both men gathered closer around the table.
 
   “Here,” Hui said as he pointed at one map that showed the western-portion of the Seven States. “They’ll have to come out of the Hangu Pass and then move northeast. Is there any way we can bottle them up there?”
 
   Pang shook his head, even though Hui was still staring down at the map. “By now they’d have already come through the pass. It’s less than a day from there to our border.”
 
   “So we have to assume that they’re already at the border by now,” Zhai said. “That is of course if they’re indeed moving through the Pass.”
 
   Hui narrowed his eyes and looked up at him. “Where else would they come from?”
 
   Pang pointed down at the map. “They could circle around the Helan Mountains and swing north where the Jing River ends. That would take them right into northern Hexi. From there they could push south toward our capital.”
 
   “They could push north like Pang said while also moving another army through the pass,” Zhai said as he stared down at the map. “Although I don’t think they would have enough troops for two large movements such as that.”
 
   Hui stared at Zhai for a moment and nodded before looking to Pang. “What forces do we have in Hexi?”
 
   “Perhaps as few as five thousand men are stationed there,” Pang answered. “Not enough to stop the amount of men that Qin is bringing forth.”
 
   “How long will it take us to marshal our forces around the capital and gather those still along the Chu and Zhao borders,” Hui asked.
 
   “We can have the soldiers around the capital marching north before the day is through,” Pang said, “but the soldiers on the border will take longer to get moving. The message alone will take a day to reach them.”
 
   “Is it wise to move our forces away from the borders with Chu and Zhao so eager to invade?” Zhai asked. “We’ve already lost large portions of land to the north and south.”
 
   “What else am I to do?” Hui asked loudly, desperation in his voice. “Am I to keep the forces along the border to stop Chu and Zhao from coming while Qin just sweeps across our lands? Or am I to pull them away to try and stop Qin, thus allowing Chu and Zhao the opportunity to invade once again?” Hui shook his head and beat his fist on the table. “There is no favorable outcome to this scenario.”
 
   Again the coughing came from the bed, and even Pang and Zhai recognized it as more of a laugh this time.
 
   “Oh, shut up, father!” Hui yelled as he turned to face the bed once again. “Unless you have a better idea, that is?”
 
   The laughing quickly turned into coughing and lasted a few moments, but Wu waved his hand above him in a gesture that all three men recognized as one meaning he wanted to talk. When the fit had passed he waved them over to him.
 
   “Map,” he wheezed, waving his hand back at the table, and Zhai went back to grab the map that they’d just been looking at.
 
   “Help me up,” Wu said in little more than a whisper once Zhai reached him. Zhai looked to Hui, who nodded, so he put both hands under the true Marquis of Wei’s arms and pulled him into a sitting position on the bed, surprised all the while that the man seemed to weigh little more than a feather.
 
   “Here,” Wu said as he slapped his hands down on his legs and looked at Zhai. Zhai stepped forward and draped the large map over the spot Wu had indicated and within moments he was tracing his fingers along the surface.
 
   “You will have to pull all of your forces away from the borders,” Wu said in his rasping voice. “And don’t try to rush any forces north to Hexi – it’s already lost to us.”
 
   “Just give Hexi to Qin?” Hui said incredulously. “That I can’t do.”
 
   “It is already done,” Wu said in a stronger voice as he looked sharply at his son. “Besides, we took it from Qin twenty years ago, it’s rightfully theirs, and perhaps when they have it again they’ll go back across their border.”
 
   “I wouldn’t count on it,” Pang said. “Once they’re rolling over our lands it’ll be hard to stop them.”
 
   Wu nodded. “That’s why you’ll need all the troops available in one spot. Create two lines, one to the north to block the advance of Qin, and possibly Zhao, and another to the south to keep Chu at bay.”
 
   Hui leaned in closer to look at the map. “And those lines should be near the capital.”
 
   “No,” Wu shook his head. “Not unless you want Qin to march across hundreds of miles more of our land than is necessary.”
 
   “Then where?” Pang asked.
 
   “Here,” Wu said, pointing down at a small dot on the map that didn’t even have a name near it. “Shimen.”
 
   “Shimen? I’ve never heard of it,” Pang said.
 
   Wu looked up at his son. “Hui?”
 
   Hui nodded. “It’s a small town, little more than a village actually, with perhaps one or two hundred people. It lies on the southwestern edge of the Luliang Mountains and west of the Yellow River. If Qin is indeed moving toward Hexi with two armies, one moving north around the Helan Mountains, then that army would have to skirt around both ranges before pushing further south toward Anyi.”
 
   “The mountains will protect both our flanks then,” Pang said.
 
   “We’ll need them to if they come at us from both directions,” Zhai said. “We’ll be fighting on two fronts if they do decide that the Hangu Pass is not the only route into Wei.”
 
   Hui nodded. “It’s not the most favorable place to make a stand, but I suppose it will do.”
 
   “It is the only place we have,” Wu wheezed. “And that may not even be enough. The other states are out to get us, now that the peace has been broken. Even if we stop Qin now, others will follow.”
 
   Hui stared down at his father as he began to cough again, all the talking suddenly too much for him. His body might be gone, Hui thought, but his mind was still there, and in force. Shimen would never have occurred to Hui; he hadn’t even remembered the place until his father had pointed it out. Now as he looked at the map shaking atop his father’s legs he realized that it would either be the place of deliverance for Wei or their last stand. He wondered which his father thought it would be as he stared at him coughing. After a moment he turned to Zhai.
 
   “Do as my father says, call up the troops on the borders and have them move toward this Shimen. Do the same with the forces around the capital.” 
 
   He turned to Pang. 
 
   “Zhai will lead the forces around the capital north, but I want you to head south and take command of the army on the Chu border. What happened in Wey will be forgotten for now – make sure that you don’t make any mistakes this time.”
 
   Pang nodded as he looked at Hui, the Marquis’ eyes making it all too-clear that he wasn’t kidding. 
 
   “And you, Sire?” Zhai asked. “Will you be taking the field as well?”
 
   Hui looked down at his father, asleep now that the coughing fit was over. 
 
   “No,” he answered slowly, “my place is here with my family.”
 
   Zhai nodded. “Will there be anything else?”
 
   Hui looked up at the two men. 
 
   “Stop Qin. If they get by you then Wei is finished.”
 
   Both men looked at one another and then back at Hui before nodding.
 
   Hui looked to each, hoping they were up to the task, dreading the outcome if they were not. “Now go,” he said.
 
   They went.
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