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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      The Spring and Autumn & Warring States Periods: A History of China, PART TWO, pulls you back into a world of restless monarchs, fearless warriors, and masterful strategists who literally shaped a nation's destiny. It was an era when a single speech could spare an army, when loyalty was bought and bartered against gold and ambition, and when the dream of a united China first began to take clearer form. I wrote this book to animate those figures — not as dry names in brittle scrolls, but as living, breathing people wrestling with survival, glory, and the price of power.

      You’ll meet Zhang Yi, whose silver tongue realigned alliances and altered the fates of kingdoms, and Su Qin, the relentless architect of coalitions once thought impossible. King Wuling of Zhao dares to remake his army and outfit his horsemen in the “barbarian” garb that would transform warfare. Yue Yi sweeps across the plains with lightning speed, taking cities and shocking rivals, and Tian Dan answers with a blistering counterstroke that drives the occupying Yan forces from Qi and restores hope to a humiliated state. Fan Ju, who once fled peril, finds refuge in Qin and rises to influence its inner circle. Each of these figures stood against crushing odds — and each, in his own way, helped change the course of history.

      Beyond the field of battle, court intrigue held equal sway. Lü Buwei amassed fortune and power through unrelenting shrewdness, while Han Fei and Li Si sharpened the language of authority and law. Their ideas did not die with them; they became the scaffolding for how China would think and govern for centuries to come. Even Li Mu, the great defender of Zhao, stood defiantly against growing inevitability — his courage marking one of the last bright stands of a fading age.

      Every chapter captures the collision of ambition, intelligence, and raw will to survive. These tales brim with deceit and loyalty, glory and ruin — all shaped by people who simply refused to be forgotten. You’ll find moments of triumph that make your heart race and tragedies whose echoes still resound across the centuries.

      If you’re drawn to stories of strategy, politics, and courage, this book is for you. From Zhang Yi’s razor‑sharp rhetoric to Li Mu’s final stand, from Lü Buwei’s meteoric rise to Han Fei’s cold, uncompromising brilliance, these true accounts show how, in the furnace of the Warring States, ancient China was forged into one nation — not by accident, but by vision, force, and the relentless will of extraordinary minds.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE POWER OF THE TONGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Shang Yang's reforms transformed Qin into a powerful and wealthy state. Even after the death of Duke Xiao of Qin, when King Hui Wen ascended the throne and ultimately executed Shang Yang by dismemberment, the policies known as Shang Jun’s laws were not abolished. Instead, the Qin state continued to forge ahead on the path laid out by Shang Yang, growing ever stronger and becoming a formidable threat to the states east of the Hangu Pass.

      Understandably, this alarmed the eastern states, prompting them to devise strategies to counter Qin's rising dominance. In turn, Qin had to formulate its own plans to confront the six powerful states to the east.

      During the Warring States period, the so-called "Seven Powers" stood out as the strongest among numerous smaller kingdoms and minor territories scattered throughout the land. In this intricate political landscape, alliances and rivalries were inevitable, giving rise to the famed diplomatic strategies known as the "Vertical Alliance" and the "Horizontal Alliance."

      Previously, we discussed the intense rivalry between Sun Bin and Pang Juan, both disciples of the enigmatic Gui Gu Zi. But who exactly was Gui Gu Zi? Historical records offer little clarity—his story is largely enveloped in legend and mystery. Nearly every strategist or brilliant mind from that era was somehow connected to Gui Gu Zi.

      Beyond Sun Bin and Pang Juan, two other prominent tacticians emerged, celebrated for their eloquence and persuasion: Su Qin and Zhang Yi. These men made their living through diplomacy and rhetoric.

      Zhang Yi was the first to rise to prominence. Though his exact origins are debated, he was a renowned strategist of the Warring States period, distinct from Qin’s Gong Sun Yang. Zhang Yi began his career as a retainer under the Chancellor of Chu. His sharp tongue and knack for flattery helped him gain favor, but his success also stirred jealousy among his peers.

      In the Chancellor’s household, every retainer vied fiercely for recognition. Zhang Yi’s knack for ingratiating himself made him a target of envy and resentment. His peers couldn’t stand how he seemed to enjoy preferential treatment, and driven by jealousy, they began scheming against him.

      Their chance came during a grand banquet hosted by the Chancellor, where all the retainers gathered to eat, drink, and mingle.

      Suddenly, amidst the lively festivities, the Chancellor exclaimed, “My jade pendant is gone! This can’t be. Someone here must have taken it. How could it just vanish into thin air?”

      The room fell silent. Then, as if on cue, every single person pointed at Zhang Yi. "It has to be him," they declared in unison. "He’s poor, desperate—just look at him! He fits the profile perfectly." Without a shred of evidence, they collectively condemned Zhang Yi for theft.

      The Chancellor, placing blind faith in the crowd’s judgment, saw no need to investigate further. He ordered Zhang Yi restrained and handed down a brutal punishment: one hundred lashes. Each strike tore mercilessly into his flesh, leaving him bloodied and barely conscious.

      Zhang Yi endured the torment in silence. His teeth clenched tight, he refused to scream or beg for mercy. When it finally ended, his battered and broken body was carried home.

      His wife, seeing him in such a pitiful state, burst into tears. "How can anyone possibly survive this? You’re barely holding on!" she sobbed.

      Zhang Yi remained unconscious for a long time, but when he finally awoke, the first thing on his mind wasn’t the agony of his wounds or the pain he had endured. Instead, he turned to his wife and asked, "Check if my tongue is still intact."

      Caught between anger and disbelief, his wife yelled, "Are you serious? Look at yourself! You’re covered in wounds from head to toe, and your main concern is your tongue?"

      He insisted, "Just check it." She sighed, leaned in, and, to their mutual relief, saw that his tongue was miraculously unharmed. "It’s fine," she said softly. "Your tongue is perfectly intact."

      Zhang Yi let out a weak smile, the tension easing from his face. "As long as I have my tongue," he murmured, "I can still earn my keep."

      The very reason he had endured the flogging in painful silence, teeth clenched tightly, was this—he feared the agony might cause him to bite his tongue off by accident, leaving him unable to speak. Without his tongue, all his talent for rhetoric would be worthless, and he’d lose the only means he had to survive.

      However, staying in Chu was no longer an option. The Chancellor regarded him as a thief, and his reputation lay in ruins. He had no choice but to move forward.

      But where could he possibly go? During the Warring States era, Qin was the ultimate destination for ambitious talents. The rulers of Qin didn’t care about your background or past status; if you had the skills to strengthen the state, they welcomed you with open arms.

      Determined to start fresh, Zhang Yi journeyed to Qin. There, he secured an audience with King Hui Wen of Qin. "I come from Chu," Zhang Yi declared boldly, despite the scars of his troubled past. "And I want to help Qin become the most powerful state in the land."

      When King Hui Wen of Qin first encountered Zhang Yi, a newcomer from Chu, he decided to test the man’s knowledge and cleverness. “Tell me,” he asked, “how does the King of Chu compare to me?”

      Zhang Yi, quick with flattery, didn’t miss a beat. “The only truly remarkable leader Chu ever had was King Wei of Chu. He was a genuine talent, but sadly, he died too young. As for the current rulers, they’re merely second-rate heirs—not even close to your stature. You, Your Majesty, are destined to become a great leader, one who will lead Qin to prosperity and unmatched strength.”

      Pleased with the praise, King Hui Wen smiled warmly. After all, everyone enjoys hearing compliments.

      Encouraged by this, the king posed a more pressing question. "My biggest threats right now are threefold: Qi, Chu, and, of course, the troublesome Wei. Wei was once the strongest among the Warring States. What’s your advice on how to deal with them?"

      Zhang Yi leaned in, ready with his plan. "This is an easy problem to solve. The most critical thing is to prevent your enemies from forming an alliance. We need to sow discord between Chu and Wei, turning them against each other. While they’re busy fighting among themselves, we strike at Wei. After weakening Wei, we extend an olive branch—make them our ally—and ensure they focus solely on fighting Chu. That will pave the way for Qin’s eventual dominance."

      The king burst out laughing, delighted by Zhang Yi’s cunning. "You have a knack for the devious! I like it. Someone who can come up with such underhanded strategies must be a rare talent!"

      Impressed, King Hui Wen appointed Zhang Yi as his envoy and sent him to Wei to put their plan into action.

      Upon arriving in Wei, Zhang Yi faced King Hui of Wei directly. With a cunning smile, he remarked, "Just look around you. We Qin have already crushed you so thoroughly—aren’t you afraid?"

      King Hui, who had endured a long and turbulent reign, had witnessed his once-mighty Wei decline from a dominant power to a mere second-rate state. Hearing Zhang Yi’s words, he fell silent, lost in deep thought.

      Sensing the faintest hesitation, Zhang Yi struck again with renewed vigor. "We’re willing to return the lands of Xi He that we took from you. Consider this a genuine gesture of goodwill. Isn’t that enough to prove Qin’s sincerity?"

      King Hui of Wei was overjoyed by Zhang Yi’s proposal. The lands of Xi He had been hard-won during the reign of his ancestor Marquis Wen, only to be lost later to Qin. "To have it returned," he mused, "is not just a victory for me, but a triumph for my entire lineage. At last, I can hold my head high before my ancestors."

      But Zhang Yi didn’t stop there. With a smooth smile, he added, "Of course, it’s only fair to balance the scales. We’re giving you Xi He—perhaps you could return the favor? Let’s make an exchange. How about giving us Shang Jun in return?"

      King Hui hesitated. The Shang region was remote and less prosperous compared to the fertile lands of Xi He. After careful consideration, he reasoned that agreeing to the exchange would make him appear magnanimous and reasonable. "Fine," he said, "Shang for Xi He. It’s a deal."

      Zhang Yi returned to Qin triumphantly, presenting the map of the Shang territory to King Hui. The king was elated. Without shedding a drop of blood, Qin had gained the Shang region—a strategically advantageous area, easier to defend than the vulnerable Xi He. Qin could reclaim Xi He anytime, but once Shang was ceded, it was a permanent victory.

      Impressed by Zhang Yi’s cunning, King Hui immediately promoted him to the position of Chancellor, effectively making him one of the most powerful officials in Qin. This meteoric rise was astonishing: in less than two years, Zhang Yi had transformed from a penniless, battered outcast to one of the most influential figures at the Qin court.

      But power soon revealed the less admirable facets of Zhang Yi’s character. Elevated to a position of authority, he no longer hid his true nature—arrogant, domineering, and vindictive. Like a petty man suddenly granted wealth, Zhang Yi began wielding his newfound influence not to build alliances, but to undermine those around him.

      One of his main targets was Gong Sun Yan, a fellow statesman and native of Wei. Gong Sun Yan, who once held the prestigious title of Da Liang Zao—a position comparable to that of Shang Yang—found himself gradually sidelined by Zhang Yi’s relentless scheming. Unable to maintain his standing, Gong Sun Yan was ultimately forced to return to his homeland of Wei.

      With Gong Sun Yan out of the picture, Zhang Yi firmly established himself as King Hui Wen’s closest and most trusted advisor.

      This wasn’t just a personal triumph for Zhang Yi; it marked a defining moment in Qin’s history. King Hui Wen, whose father had only held the title of Duke, now boldly declared himself a king. This was no random decision—it was a strategic move shaped by Zhang Yi’s daring vision.

      Zhang Yi counseled the king, "Why should Qin remain beneath the other states in rank? You are already a ruler of unmatched ambition and growing might. Taking the title of king will truly reflect Qin’s strength and boost its prestige among the Warring States."

      With unwavering confidence, Zhang Yi approached King Hui Wen with a bold proposition. "Your Majesty, consider this: Qi, Chu, Wei, Yue, and even the Zhou King—all have claimed the title of king. That’s five kings already. And yet Qin, with its vast territories and an army numbering in the hundreds of thousands, still lags behind in status. How can we stand for this? It undermines our honor. Qin must also claim the title of king—it’s only fitting."

      King Hui Wen was naturally thrilled by the idea. "I'd love to," he said, "but if I just declare myself king outright, it might not go over well. There has to be public support—a genuine wave of enthusiasm from the people. It needs to seem like this is their demand, not simply my ambition."

      Zhang Yi reassured him confidently, "Leave it to me. I'll handle everything."

      He organized a gathering just outside Xian Yang, near the riverbank. Setting up a platform, he called the people together. Once the crowd had assembled, Zhang Yi addressed them with practiced charisma. "People of Qin," he began, "let me ask you—do you think our ruler is great?"

      "Great!" the crowd shouted.

      "Did you know that the kings of Qi, Chu, Wei, and even the Zhou ruler have all claimed the title of king, yet we, the mighty Qin, still have not? Doesn’t that make you feel ashamed?"

      "Yes, it does!" the people cried.

      "Don’t you want to be proud citizens of a powerful kingdom? Don’t you want to feel the pride that comes with belonging to a great nation?"

      "Yes, we do!"

      Fueling their passion even more, Zhang Yi stirred the crowd into a wild frenzy. By the time King Hui Wen appeared, the people were already roaring, "Claim the throne! Claim the throne!"

      Seeing the fervor, King Hui Wen feigned hesitation. "It seems Heaven has bestowed this kingship upon me," he declared solemnly. "To reject it would be to defy divine will and reason." With that, he proclaimed himself King Hui Wen of Qin.

      This bold move sent shockwaves through the Warring States. Other rulers, witnessing how the title of king was now being granted almost as freely as grain at market, began to question why they shouldn’t claim the same exalted honor.

      Gong Sun Yan of Wei was particularly incensed. "Once, we in Wei were kings while Qin was not. Now, even Qin has risen to join the ranks of royalty. This is utterly unacceptable!"

      Determined to counterbalance Qin’s surging power, Gong Sun Yan threw himself into a relentless campaign to unite the other states against Qin. He traveled tirelessly, persuading the rulers of Han, Zhao, Zhongshan, and Yan to boldly claim the title of king themselves. "If Qin can call itself a kingdom," he argued passionately, "then so can you."

      The lure of royal status was simply irresistible, and Gong Sun Yan’s efforts bore spectacular fruit. Even Han, a tiny state that Qin Shi Huang would later reduce to a mere commandery, dared to crown its ruler as king. Zhao followed suit, and so did Yan. Remarkably, even the Zhongshan state—a land founded by the non-Huaxia Di people—joined the ranks of kingdoms.

      Proud of his triumph, Gong Sun Yan addressed the newly crowned rulers, "See? All four of you have become kings because of my persuasion. Now, it’s only fitting that you unite with Wei under one banner. Let us forge an alliance of the ‘Five Kings’ to stand firm against the growing menace of Qin."

      Under this arrangement, Wei naturally took the lead, further elevating its standing among the rival states.

      When King Hui Wen of Qin caught wind of this development, he immediately identified it as a ploy masterminded by Gong Sun Yan. Furious yet calculating, he summoned Zhang Yi. "Zhang," the king said, "what’s your plan for dealing with this mess? These five states have joined forces against us!"

      Zhang Yi grinned, unfazed by the apparent threat. "Your Majesty, this isn’t much of a problem. Breaking up their alliance? That’s child's play. In fact, it’s almost too simple. Leave it to me—I’ll smooth things over with a well-crafted diplomatic mission."

      Curious, the king pressed for more details. Zhang Yi explained, "The key to understanding this situation lies in grasping the complex dynamics among the states. Qin, Qi, and Chu are the ‘big brothers’—the great powers of the time. Meanwhile, Han, Zhao, Wei, and Yan are the ‘little brothers.’ As for Zhongshan? It’s not even in the same league—at best, a third-rate state."

      Zhang Yi went on, "Now, Qi and Chu might not be thrilled by Qin’s claim to kingship, but they can tolerate it. After all, we’re all major players on this stage. However, when smaller states like Han, Zhao, and Wei start claiming the same royal title, it’s seen as an insult. Even worse, when a minor vassal like Zhongshan dares to crown its ruler a king, Qi in particular becomes furious. They view Zhongshan as a mere subordinate, unworthy even of a baron’s rank, let alone that of a king.

      "On the other hand, Chu deeply resents Wei’s claim to kingship. Wei lies directly in the path of Chu’s ambitions to expand northward into the Central Plains, and Chu sees this as a direct provocation."

      "With this in mind," Zhang Yi concluded, "I can easily exploit their grievances to dismantle Gong Sun Yan’s alliance."

      Zhang Yi's prediction soon proved spot on. Feeling insulted and disrespected, the state of Qi flatly refused to receive Zhongshan's envoy. When the envoy arrived to formally announce the kingly title bestowed upon Zhongshan’s ruler, Qi barred him from entry and sent him away, leaving the royal decree unacknowledged.

      Meanwhile, Chu adopted an even more aggressive posture. Outraged by Wei’s bold claim to kingship, Chu seized this as a perfect pretext to launch an attack. Without a moment’s hesitation, Chu mobilized its forces and struck against Wei.

      With Zhang Yi’s masterful maneuvering, the so-called "Five Kings Alliance" crumbled almost as swiftly as it had formed. Gong Sun Yan’s carefully woven anti-Qin coalition was undone by nothing more than Zhang Yi’s sharp wit and cunning diplomacy.

      Witnessing this, Wei found itself with no option but to yield. Recognizing that Qin’s rising power was an unstoppable force, Wei chose to ally with Qin rather than stand in opposition. Gong Sun Yan, once celebrated as a brilliant strategist, was cast aside. "Master Gong Sun," they told him, "this temple is too small for a man of your stature. Perhaps it’s time for you to seek your fortunes elsewhere."

      Zhang Yi was pleased with how events unfolded. Wei, his homeland, had now fallen under Qin’s influence. Feeling he had achieved all he could in Qin, Zhang Yi boldly approached King Hui Wen with a daring request.

      "Your Majesty," he began, "I have decided to step down as Qin’s Chancellor. I wish to return to my homeland, Wei, and serve there as their Chancellor."

      King Hui Wen was visibly taken aback. "Master Zhang, how could I possibly bear to let you go?"

      Zhang Yi offered reassurance with a calm smile. "Rest assured, Your Majesty. Though I may leave Qin for Wei, my loyalty remains with Qin. My true role in Wei will be to act as your overseer, ensuring that Wei stays firmly loyal to Qin. You have my solemn word on this."

      Reluctantly, yet recognizing the strategic advantage, King Hui Wen granted Zhang Yi permission to depart. "If this is your wish, so be it," he said. "We have no shortage of capable ministers within our ranks."

      Zhang Yi then journeyed to Wei and presented himself before King Hui of Wei. "Your Majesty," he began, "I have resigned from my post in Qin. Though I found considerable success and was well rewarded there, my heart has always yearned to serve my homeland. That is why I have returned."

      With a disarming smile, he continued, "Does Wei require a Chancellor? If so, I humbly offer myself for the role. I believe I am uniquely qualified—I was born to be a Chancellor. What say you, Your Majesty?"

      When Zhang Yi arrived at Wei and made his bold proposal, King Hui of Wei couldn’t help but be taken aback. "This man," he thought, "has no sense of decorum. To just walk in and demand an inheritance right off the bat!"

      Masking his irritation, the king asked, "Master Zhang, what qualifications do you have to serve as the Chancellor of Wei?"

      Unfazed, Zhang Yi replied with unwavering confidence, "I can guarantee that Qin will not attack Wei as long as I hold this position. Do you believe me?"

      King Hui mulled over the offer carefully. After all, Zhang Yi was a trusted figure within the Qin court—offending him might well mean offending King Hui Wen of Qin, a risk Wei simply couldn’t afford. On top of that, the promise of peace was undeniably tempting. Reluctantly, King Hui agreed and handed over the position of Chancellor to Zhang Yi.

      True to his word, Zhang Yi ensured that Qin held back from attacking Wei during his tenure. For the first time in many years, King Hui of Wei experienced a stretch of relative peace. The twilight years of his reign were noticeably calmer than the earlier ones, which had been marked by relentless battles and bloodshed.

      But Zhang Yi wasn’t in Wei for Wei’s sake—he remained loyal to his true master, Qin. After some time, he approached King Hui with a new request.

      "Your Majesty," Zhang Yi began, "Qi has deeply offended Qin, and my former homeland has decided to teach them a lesson. To do this, Qin must pass through Wei. I ask that you grant us safe passage so we can reach Qi."

      King Hui, aware of his precarious position and unwilling to antagonize Qin, saw no reason to refuse. "If it costs us nothing, why not?" he thought. "Let them pass. This is their fight, not ours." With that, he agreed to allow the Qin army to cross Wei’s territory.

      On the surface, the plan appeared sound. The Qin army was famed for its discipline and resilience. Known as the "wolf and tiger army," they had earned a fearsome reputation for enduring hardships and winning decisive battles.

      However, the reality was far more complex. Qin’s forces had to march across nearly the entirety of northern China to reach Qi’s territory. This was a textbook example of "exhausting the army on a distant expedition," a critical mistake often warned against in military strategy. By the time Qin’s troops finally arrived at Qi’s borders, they were already fatigued and stretched dangerously thin—only a faint shadow of their usual formidable might.

      The Qin army’s campaign against Qi ended in catastrophic failure, largely due to the cunning tactics of Qi’s general, Kuang Zhang. A master strategist, Kuang Zhang deliberately feigned weakness to mislead the Qin forces. Instead of confronting them head-on, he orchestrated continuous festivities between his envoys and the Qin soldiers, weaving an illusion of friendship and goodwill.

      Beneath this veneer of camaraderie, every envoy dispatched to the Qin camp was actually a spy. These covert agents painstakingly collected detailed intelligence on Qin’s equipment, troop formations, and overall combat readiness. By the campaign’s end, Qi had gained a thorough and invaluable understanding of their enemy’s vulnerabilities.

      Back in Qi, court officials often harshly criticized Kuang Zhang for what seemed like his complete inaction. "Your Majesty," they pleaded, "Kuang Zhang isn’t fighting the enemy—he’s cozying up to them! This borders on treason. You must recall him and have him executed immediately."

      Yet the King of Qi placed his faith firmly in Kuang Zhang’s judgment and refused to interfere. "I trust General Kuang," he declared resolutely. "He has his own reasons."

      Kuang Zhang’s patience proved its worth. When the moment arrived, he struck with precision, leveraging the intelligence gathered by his spies. By orchestrating a surprise attack from both inside and outside the Qin ranks, he delivered a devastating blow to the Qin army. The shattered remnants of the once-mighty Qin force fled in utter chaos, retreating through Wei and back into Qin territory, thoroughly humiliated.

      The defeat rattled Wei’s perception of Qin deeply. King Hui of Wei, who had once been intimidated by Qin’s formidable power, began to see things in a new light. “If Qi can stand up to Qin,” he mused, “then why should we fear them? Under my ancestor, Marquis Wen, we were once the strongest among the Warring States. If Qi can challenge Qin, so can we.”

      This surge of newfound confidence made King Hui reconsider the presence of Zhang Yi. Once a symbol of Qin’s influence and promise, Zhang Yi now seemed more like an overbearing liability. His grandiose claims about Qin’s invincibility had been thoroughly disproven, and his constant self-importance was beginning to grate on the court’s patience.

      Subtly, King Hui started dropping hints. “Zhang Yi, have you ever thought about a career change? Maybe explore other opportunities in diplomacy? Any recruiters knocking at your door lately?”

      Even Zhang Yi, shameless as he was, still grasped the reality unfolding before him. He realized that his influence had diminished, and those grandiose praises he once lavished upon Qin now only served to embarrass him after their defeat. Seeing no future left for himself in Wei, he quietly packed his belongings and slipped back to Qin.

      But returning to Qin was far from the smooth homecoming Zhang Yi had envisioned. Although he had wielded immense influence, having operated as a Chancellor-like figure in both Qin and Wei, this very stature posed its own dilemma. His high rank, tainted now by failure, made it difficult for anyone to find a suitable role for him. His prestige had been fractured by his setbacks in Wei, leaving him uncertain of where he truly belonged.

      Yet, as the saying goes, "Heaven never closes all doors." Opportunities have a way of presenting themselves when least expected. Zhang Yi needed only to bide his time, waiting patiently for the moment to rise once again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            ZHANG YI’S GREAT DECEPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Zhang Yi visited the state of Wei and rose to the position of its chancellor. During his tenure, he successfully persuaded Wei to join Qin’s alliance, granting Qin’s army passage through Wei’s territory to launch an attack against Qi.

      However, events unfolded in an unexpected way. Qin’s forces suffered a significant defeat. Witnessing this setback, Wei began to question Qin’s military might and shifted its position from backing Qin’s “horizontal alliance” to siding with the anti-Qin “vertical alliance.”

      To understand this, consider the geography and politics of the time: Qin was located in the west, while the six eastern states—Qi, Yan, Zhao, Wei, Han, and Chu—were clustered in the east. When these eastern states banded together to resist Qin’s expansion, their coalition was called the “vertical alliance,” because it resembled a vertical line on the map. Conversely, when Qin aligned with some of these states to oppose the others, this coalition was known as the “horizontal alliance.”

      Those who sided with Qin formed the horizontal alliance, while those opposing Qin united under the vertical alliance.

      At first, Wei threw its support behind the horizontal alliance, but later shifted to the vertical alliance. This flip-flopping was likely due to King Hui of Wei, who had ruled for a long time and was probably losing his edge with age. His inconsistent policies earned him a reputation for constantly switching sides, giving rise to the saying, “Morning with Qin, evening with Chu.” Essentially, he kept wavering between the two dominant powers, unable to settle on a clear course.

      Before King Hui could firm up any strategy, he passed away. His successor, King Xiang of Wei, was young and impulsive. Easily swayed by the persuasive Gong Sun Yan, King Xiang embraced the vertical alliance. Gong Sun Yan branded Zhang Yi a traitor and urged Wei to unite with the other states against Qin.

      This led to five of the Seven Warring States (excluding Qin and Qi) forming an anti-Qin coalition. Qi, as always, chose to remain neutral, preferring to avoid the conflict. The remaining five—Yan, Zhao, Wei, Han, and Chu—united to create the first vertical alliance against Qin.

      Among them, Chu was the most powerful, and so King Huai of Chu was appointed as the alliance leader, the so-called "vertical chief." The five states agreed to launch a joint military campaign against Qin. However, when the moment arrived, Chu failed to send its troops as promised. As a result, the bulk of the fighting fell to the armies of Wei, Zhao, and Han—commonly known as the "Three Jin"—who took the lead in the campaign against Qin.

      Thanks to Qin’s advantageous terrain and the natural defenses of Han Gu Pass, which was nearly impossible to breach, the allied forces were brought to a halt. Legend has it that 20,000 Qin soldiers successfully held off an alliance army of one million. This extraordinary feat earned Han Gu Pass the nickname the “Hundred-to-Two Stronghold,” a symbol of its ability to withstand such overwhelming odds.

      The origin of this name comes from the legendary idea that just two Qin soldiers could hold off a hundred attackers—a powerful testament to their strategic prowess.

      When the battle reached this critical juncture, King Xiang of Wei was the first to lose his nerve. Having only recently taken the throne, he was eager to make a bold impression. Instead, he found himself at the helm of a disastrous campaign. Frustrated and disheartened, he decided to abandon the alliance. Approaching King Huai of Chu, the alliance’s leader, he proposed retreating and bringing the campaign to an end.

      King Huai, with a hint of amusement, revealed the harsh truth. “I knew this would happen—that’s why I never sent my troops in the first place. In fact, I’ve already negotiated a separate peace with Qin. Do as you wish; it’s no longer my concern.”

      Left stranded and betrayed, the armies of Wei, Zhao, and Han suffered catastrophic defeats, leaving behind 80,000 corpses at Han Gu Pass before being forced to retreat. When King Xiang of Wei returned home, he was livid. Without hesitation, he dismissed Gong Sun Yan, blaming him for the disastrous counsel that nearly brought ruin to the state. “Pack your belongings and leave immediately,” the king commanded. Humiliated, Gong Sun Yan fled Wei and sought refuge in Han. After that, he vanished from the historical spotlight—Han, being a small and powerless state, lacked the capacity to spark any major upheavals.

      Reflecting on its failures, Wei decided it was safer to realign itself with Qin. Once more, it embraced a pro-Qin stance, finding solace in the familiar alliance.

      Meanwhile, Qin faced a looming threat: the possibility of an alliance between Qi and Chu. Chu, with its vast resources and an army of one million soldiers, was a formidable power. Qi, wealthy and established, thrived on its lucrative fish and salt trade, making it the richest state in the region. Should these two states unite, their combined strength could pose a grave danger to Qin.

      At this critical juncture, Zhang Yi returned from Wei. King Hui Wen of Qin was overjoyed to see him. Aware of Zhang Yi’s unparalleled skills in manipulation and subterfuge, the king entrusted him with a vital mission. “We must shatter the alliance between Qi and Chu. This is precisely your forte. Go and take care of it.”

      Zhang Yi’s eyes gleamed with excitement. “This is exactly what I do best! Just provide me with the funds and resources, and I’ll handle the Qi-Chu alliance for you. Consider it done.” Laden with gold, silver, fine silks, and other lavish gifts, Zhang Yi set off on his mission to Chu.

      When King Huai of Chu learned that Zhang Yi had arrived, he was filled with delight. “What a formidable envoy Qin has sent our way!” he thought. Surely, this signaled Qin’s intention to strengthen ties with Chu. In a gesture of high honor, King Huai personally went out to greet Zhang Yi and escorted him to the royal guesthouse. Later, he formally received Zhang Yi in the palace.

      During their meeting, Zhang Yi wasted no time. “Your Majesty, I’ve heard that you’ve long coveted the fertile 600 li of land in Shang Yu that belongs to Qin. Is this true?”

      The question took King Huai by surprise—it was so blunt and direct. “How can he ask so openly?” the king wondered. “Does he really think we’re shamelessly eyeing Qin’s territory?” Yet, he said nothing, only offering a faint smile.

      Zhang Yi pressed on, “If that land is truly what you desire, then just say the word. It’s straightforward. Before I left Qin, my king made it clear that this territory could be handed over to you—without cost. You wouldn’t have to fight a single battle or spend a single coin.”

      Hearing this, King Huai’s eyes lit up with excitement. “Could such a fantastic deal really exist? Free land, with no strings attached? There must be some catch, right?”

      “Well,” Zhang Yi admitted with a sly smile, “there is one condition. But it’s such a minor one, it hardly matters compared to the immense value of the land. Think of it as a mere formality—a token exchange.”

      King Huai, now fully intrigued, leaned forward eagerly. “What’s the condition?”

      “You’ll need to break off your alliance with Qi. Cut ties with them and forge a friendly bond with Qin. Do that, and the 600 li of fertile land will be yours.”

      King Huai, short-sighted and easily tempted, barely paused before responding. “What good does my alliance with Qi really bring me?” he pondered. “They send us pickled fish—something I don’t even eat! We have plenty of fish and salt right here in Chu. But 600 li of rich, fertile land, offered for free? That’s a deal worth snapping up!”

      “Done!” he declared decisively. “I’ll sever ties with Qi immediately. In fact, I’ll dispatch envoys to Qi right now and insult their king with the harshest words I can muster. Once I’ve broken off the alliance, you ensure that land becomes mine.”

      Zhang Yi smiled confidently and assured King Huai, "No problem at all. I’ll return to Qin immediately to finalize the land transfer. Meanwhile, you should send a trusted official—preferably a military general—to accompany me back and oversee the formalities. After all, the documents for the land aren’t in my hands; they remain in Qin. Once I’m back and you’ve formally severed ties with Qi, the land will be yours."

      Eager to secure the deal, King Huai readily agreed. He gave Zhang Yi a grand farewell, complete with honors, and dispatched a Chu general to Qin to handle the official procedures for the land transfer.

      Yet, once Zhang Yi had departed, not everyone in Chu was swayed by his smooth words. Among the skeptics was Chen Zhen, a former Qin diplomat who had been sidelined by Zhang Yi’s rise. Well-versed in Zhang Yi’s cunning schemes, Chen Zhen wasted no time warning King Huai of the potential dangers ahead.

      “Your Majesty, Zhang Yi is as slippery as an eel and twice as dangerous. He’s the kind of man whose deceit runs so deep it’s written all over his face. Do you really trust a word he says?”

      King Huai replied cautiously, “Are you saying I shouldn’t claim the 600 li of land?”

      “I’m not saying you shouldn’t,” Chen Zhen said carefully. “But I strongly advise against rushing into it. You must insist on simultaneous action—first secure the land, then sever ties with Qi. Only once the territory is fully under our control, with officials installed, taxes collected, and garrisons established, should you honor his condition.”

      King Huai looked troubled. “It’s too late. I’ve already sent envoys to deliver an insulting message to the King of Qi. They’ve completed their mission, and Qi has officially severed ties with us.”

      Hearing this, Chen Zhen let out a long sigh. “There’s nothing left to say. You’ve walked right into his trap. Prepare yourself to be deceived.”

      King Huai shook his head in disbelief. “Impossible! Zhang Yi wouldn’t trick me. He’s an honorable man, loyal to his word. He wouldn’t betray my trust after I’ve treated him with such sincerity.”

      Meanwhile, the Chu general accompanying Zhang Yi arrived in Qin. On the very first night, a magnificent banquet was held to celebrate the supposed camaraderie between Qin and Chu. During the feast, Zhang Yi raised his cup and proclaimed, “To the enduring friendship between our two nations!”

      As he stepped forward to toast, he suddenly slipped and fell flat on his face, creating a dramatic spectacle. Rising with a grimace, he cried out, “Ah, my leg! It’s broken! I believe it’s fractured!” The injury was declared severe, and the prognosis was clear—Zhang Yi would need at least three months to recover, during which he would be unable to attend court.

      Thus, the transfer of land was conveniently postponed, leaving the Chu general stranded in Qin and King Huai waiting in vain.

      The Chu general ended up waiting in Qin for a full three long months. Why? Because Zhang Yi wasn’t showing up at court, and without him, the land transfer simply couldn’t move forward. So, the general waited and waited—long enough for even the flowers to wither and fade away.

      Back in Chu, King Huai grew more and more restless. “I’ve already broken ties with Qi,” he fretted. “So why hasn’t the land been handed over yet?” Growing suspicious that Qin might be doubting his sincerity, he decided to take things up a notch. He sent an even more aggressive envoy to hurl insults at the King of Qi, deliberately provoking a total fallout. His aim was clear: to make sure Qi and Chu would become irreconcilable enemies.

      Just as planned, Qi officially declared war on Chu. Though no real battles broke out, that declaration alone marked the complete collapse of their relationship. Watching all this unfold from Qin, Zhang Yi knew his plan had worked perfectly—Qi and Chu were now thoroughly divided. And at that very moment, Zhang Yi’s mysterious “injury” suddenly healed, and he returned to court, ready to play his part once again.

      The Chu general, eager to seal the deal on the land transfer, seized the moment. “Let’s move forward with handing over the 600 li of land,” he said with urgency to Zhang Yi.

      Zhang Yi responded casually, “Oh, that? No problem at all. It’s only six li of land. We can take care of that anytime. Honestly, I thought you would have wrapped this up and headed home by now.”

      The general froze, stunned beyond belief. “Wait a second,” he stammered. “Did you just say six li? You promised us 600 li of land in Shang Yu! How did this suddenly shrink to just six li?”

      Feigning innocence, Zhang Yi shrugged. “I’m sorry, but that’s impossible. Do you really think I, as just an official, have the power to hand over national territory? I’m not the King of Qin. The six li I promised you is my own personal fiefdom—take it or leave it.”

      The general, outraged, shouted, “This is blatant deception! How could you do such a thing? Are you even human?”

      Unfazed, Zhang Yi dismissed him coldly. “If you don’t want it, fine. Just stop wasting my time. And by the way, don’t bother coming to see me again. Tell the guards not to let you in.”

      Fuming with anger, the Chu general hurried back to the capital and laid out the entire situation before King Huai. Upon hearing the news, the king’s fury erupted. “How dare he do this to us?!”

      When King Huai of Chu grasped the full extent of Zhang Yi’s treachery, a bitter reflection took hold of him. “Chen Zhen warned me. Even the great patriotic poet Qu Yuan tried to steer me away from this path. And now, the whole court ridicules me for my gullibility. How could I have been so blind? Where is the dignity of Chu? I must strike back against Qin!”

      With resolve burning in his heart, King Huai rallied his armies and launched a campaign against Qin. Yet, at the Battle of Lan Tian, the Chu forces were utterly crushed — tens of thousands of soldiers were wiped out, a devastating blow that echoed through the kingdom.

      This defeat was a wake-up call for King Huai. “We need to mend fences with Qi,” he admitted. “Only a Chu-Qi alliance can stand against Qin.” Without hesitation, he sent envoys to Qi bearing a message of reconciliation. “I made a serious mistake back then,” he confessed. “I was naive and fell for Zhang Yi’s schemes. Can you forgive me?”

      Qi’s leaders, understanding the gravity of the situation, accepted the apology. “Everyone knows what kind of man Zhang Yi is. Who hasn’t been fooled by him at some point? He’s practically the godfather of tricksters. Every con artist throughout history owes a bit of their craft to him.”

      With the past behind them, Qi and Chu rebuilt their alliance. “If we join forces,” Qi assured Chu, “we can take on Qin. Sure, Qin is stronger than either of us alone. But together, we’ll be unstoppable.”

      The renewed alliance between Qi and Chu did not sit well with Qin. King Hui Wen summoned Zhang Yi once again. “Chancellor Zhang, this situation is troubling. Despite all our efforts, those two have reconciled. We didn’t even get the land deal, and now they stand stronger together. This is a bad deal for us.”

      Unfazed, Zhang Yi replied with confidence. “Don’t worry. With King Huai’s intelligence, I could deceive him a hundred times over if needed. Here’s the plan: spread the word that Qin sincerely wishes to make amends with Chu. This time, promise them the full 600 li of Shang Yu land. No tricks. Send an envoy with an official letter bearing the king’s seal. Make it all credible.”

      Following Zhang Yi’s advice, Qin dispatched an envoy to Chu with a convincing offer. “If you break off your alliance with Qi,” the envoy declared, “this time we will truly grant you the 600 li of land. This isn’t just Zhang Yi speaking—this is a direct decree from our king. Here is the signed and sealed letter to prove it.”

      King Huai was no longer the naive ruler he once was. “Land? I don’t care about the land anymore,” he said with a dismissive wave. “Chu’s territory is vast—we’re not lacking in land. But Zhang Yi? That lying scoundrel—I despise him with every fiber of my being. He is my mortal enemy, my eternal foe. My hatred for him runs as deep as the three rivers and stretches as far as the four seas.”

      When King Huai heard Zhang Yi was willing to come to Chu, he sneered coldly, “Good! Send him straight to the dungeon. Let’s see if he can scheme his way out of that one.”

      No sooner had Zhang Yi arrived in Chu than he was arrested and thrown into the most wretched prison. Yet Zhang Yi was not alone—he had come with a large entourage, many of whom began working behind the scenes, spreading money around to bribe officials. Their primary target was Jing Shang, a favored courtier close to King Huai.

      Zhang Yi’s men approached Jing Shang with an irresistible offer. “Sir, if you can persuade the king to release Zhang Yi, all of this—gold, silver, jewels—will be yours. Surely, such a treasure trove could tempt even the most disciplined man.”

      Jing Shang’s eyes widened, and his heart raced with excitement. “Tempt me? Of course I’m tempted!” he exclaimed, eagerly pocketing the riches. But he wasn’t finished. “I’ll need some help convincing the king. Let me think this through.”

      After a moment of careful thought, Jing Shang decided to seek out the king’s favorite consort. He figured she might hold the influence necessary to sway King Huai’s decision.

      Jing Shang approached the consort delicately. “Do you know our king has captured Zhang Yi of Qin?”

      She seemed uninterested. “Why should I care? My days are spent in the palace, managing the other ladies and occasionally playing mahjong. What’s he got to do with me?”

      Jing Shang leaned in conspiratorially. “This man’s release is no small matter. Qin is desperate to free him. Their envoys are arriving with enormous amounts of gold and silver. And there’s more—flocks of beautiful women from Qin are on their way, too.”

      Hearing this, the consort raised an eyebrow. “Beautiful women? What do they have to do with me?”

      “Well,” Jing Shang explained with a sly smile, “if the king doesn’t release Zhang Yi, these women will be sent to him as a desperate bribe. They’re said to be stunning—truly the finest Qin has to offer. If they arrive, the king might become… distracted, and your position could be in jeopardy.”

      This struck a nerve. The consort straightened her posture, suddenly alert. “Distracted? You mean my influence might dwindle?”

      Jing Shang nodded gravely. “Precisely. If you want to secure your position, it would be wise to ensure Zhang Yi is released before the situation spirals out of control.”

      The consort, alarmed by the looming threat of Qin’s beauties stepping into her place, acted swiftly. “There’s no way I’ll let those women set foot in the palace! Don’t worry, I’ll see to it that Zhang Yi is freed.” Determined, she approached King Huai.

      Upon seeing the king, she burst into tears so intensely that it seemed as if even the heavens might grieve. King Huai was startled. “What’s the matter, my love? Why are you crying so bitterly?”

      Through sobs, she replied, “I’m thinking about our son’s future!”

      “Our son?” King Huai frowned, a hint of confusion crossing his face. “He’s perfectly fine—healthy, well-fed, and thriving. What’s the problem?”

      “It’s not about his health,” she wailed, her voice trembling with fear. “It’s about what will happen to him if you keep provoking Qin! If you anger Qin further, they’ll attack us. You’ve seen how powerful they are. What if Chu falls? Our son would become a prince of a fallen kingdom. What kind of life would that be for him?”

      Her tearful plea stirred King Huai’s memories of the disastrous Battle of Lantian, where thousands of Chu soldiers had been utterly decimated by Qin forces. Deep down, he knew that Chu stood no chance against Qin’s military might.

      As he pondered further, he reasoned, “It’s true that Zhang Yi has caused me great trouble, but he is merely fulfilling his duty to Qin. He holds no personal grudge against me. If I execute him just to vent my anger, wouldn’t that make me seem petty? And to make matters worse, damaging our already fragile relationship with Qin over this... perhaps it’s simply not worth it.”

      His mind already wavering, the relentless lobbying from Jing Shang and Zhang Yi’s associates finally tipped the scales. At last, King Huai made his decision: Zhang Yi would be released.

      At that time, there was a single, unwavering voice in Chu fiercely opposing Zhang Yi’s release—Qu Yuan, the renowned patriot and poet. Unfortunately for Chu, Qu Yuan was away, traveling across the land to gather inspiration for his poetic works. He wasn’t present at court to make his case, and so Zhang Yi was set free.

      No sooner had Zhang Yi been released than he sprang into action. He mounted a swift horse and sped out of Chu at full gallop. Meanwhile, the damage was already done: the fragile alliance between Chu and Qi was shattered once more.

      Chu’s reasoning was clear: “We agreed to break ties with Qi if Qin handed over Zhang Yi. Now that Zhang Yi has been delivered, we must keep our word and sever the alliance.”

      However, King Huai’s plan had spectacularly backfired. Not only had Zhang Yi managed to escape alive, but Chu had also lost the crucial support of Qi. When Qu Yuan finally returned, he immediately demanded, “Where is Zhang Yi? Show me which piece of him you’ve cut off—I want to taste it myself!”

      King Huai, looking sheepish and uneasy, replied, “He’s gone. He escaped.”

      Qu Yuan could only shake his head in deep frustration. “Gone? You’ve let him slip away, and now you’ve lost Qi as well! What a disgrace.”

      Qu Yuan was furious. He harshly rebuked King Huai for his poor decisions, meticulously listing every misstep that had led Chu to its dire predicament. By this time, even King Huai could no longer ignore the gravity of his errors. “Quick! Go after him! Bring him back!” he commanded with urgency.

      But it was already too late. Zhang Yi had crossed the border and safely returned to Qin.

      Yet Zhang Yi’s triumphant return to Qin was short-lived. His fortunes took a drastic turn when King Hui Wen of Qin, his staunchest supporter, passed away. The new ruler, King Wu of Qin, brought a starkly different leadership style. Even his posthumous title, “Wu,” spoke volumes about his nature: “Wu signifies one who restores order through force and rules with strength and justice.”

      King Wu favored brute strength and direct action over Zhang Yi’s cunning schemes and deceptions. To him, Zhang Yi’s tactics of trickery and manipulation felt like petty scams. “Why waste time on lies and empty promises?” he mused. “If I want something, I’ll take it by force. Rob banks, loot treasure, conquer territories—that’s thrilling. But this petty swindling? It’s beneath me.”

      Zhang Yi, ever sharp and perceptive, quickly realized the new king had little use for his talents. Sensing his influence fading, he quietly withdrew from Qin, disheartened and disgraced. Not long after, he passed away, leaving behind a legacy of clever but often fleeting victories.

      With Zhang Yi gone, Qin shifted gears. Abandoning deceit and diplomacy, it began relying on sheer military might to achieve its ambitions. The kingdom flexed its muscles, launching aggressive campaigns and bullying its neighbors into submission. This bold new approach signaled the rise of a more dominant and violent Qin.

      While Qin’s neighbors like Wei, Chu, and Qi had all seen their strength wane, an unexpected challenger emerged. One of the so-called second-tier states had undergone significant reforms and was rapidly rising in power. This revitalized state would go on to become Qin’s chief rival during the later Warring States period, boldly contesting Qin’s dominance on the battlefield.
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