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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      The Late Han and Three Kingdoms: A History of China, PART TWO, plunges you into a world where ambition, loyalty, and destiny collided to forge the fate of an empire. This book vividly brings to life the figures who defined an era — Cao Cao, the master strategist who rose from chaos to seize power; Liu Bei, the wandering idealist determined to restore the Han dynasty; Sun Quan, the ruler who transformed the southern lands into a kingdom of strength; and Zhuge Liang, the brilliant mind whose wisdom became the stuff of legend.

      From Cao Cao’s relentless rise and the pivotal Battle of Guandu to Cao Pi’s ascension to power, you witness how one man’s vision united the North and reshaped the empire’s future. Heroes like Guan Yu and Zhang Fei stand steadfast beside Liu Bei through triumph and heartbreak, while fierce generals such as Zhou Yu and Lu Xun challenge him with fire and cunning. Their rivalries and alliances laid the foundation for the Three Kingdoms — Wei, Shu, and Wu — each claiming to be the true heir to the Han legacy.

      The narrative also follows the turning points that altered everything: The Battle of Red Cliffs, where fire and strategy humbled a mighty force; Liu Bei’s bold seizure of Yi Province, securing Shu’s heartland; Ma Chao’s dramatic defection, adding a new hero to the cause; and the Fall of Jingzhou, a fateful moment that shattered brotherhood and trust. Every page breathes life into these moments with vivid emotion and clarity, capturing both the soaring triumphs and the deep tragedies behind the legends.

      In the South, Sun Quan rises through the Battles of Hefei, showing that strength and patience could stand firm even against the empire’s mightiest armies. Meanwhile, Cao Pi establishes his new dynasty, with the grand Bronze Sparrow Terrace standing tall as a symbol of ambition and vanity. Across the river, Liu Bei claims the title of King of Hanzhong, setting the stage for one final, fateful campaign.

      At last, the story blazes with the Flames of Yiling — where Lu Xun’s poised brilliance meets Liu Bei’s desperate pride. This moment not only marks the fall of a hero but captures the very spirit of an age.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            CAO CAO’S RISE TO POWER

          

        

      

    

    
      Cao Cao had an uncanny knack for seeing the big picture. He moved the emperor from Luoyang to Xu Du—better known as Xu Du, the stronghold where Cao Cao could keep a tight grip on the throne. Once the emperor was firmly under his control, the entire court essentially became his playground, something he could maneuver at will. Just like that, Cao Cao turned himself into the man who “spoke for the emperor,” issuing orders in the emperor’s name as if the empire were his own personal domain.

      When Emperor Liu Xie arrived in Xu Du, his situation improved dramatically compared to the chaos he'd endured back in Chang’an. There, warlords like Dong Zhuo, Li Jue, and Guo Si had treated him like a mere puppet, barely granting him a decent meal. Now, at least, he didn’t have to worry about hunger. He could finally enjoy meat and wine without a second thought. But no matter how much better his food and shelter got, he was still just a puppet dressed in royal robes. Every major decision in the court depended on Cao Cao’s approval. The emperor had no power of his own unless Cao Cao gave him the green light.

      By this point, Liu Xie was in his twenties. He was no longer the clueless boy who had no say when Li Jue and Guo Si held the reins. He was beginning to form his own thoughts. And the way Cao Cao ruled everything as if he owned the place? That rubbed the emperor the wrong way, big time. Still, the emperor’s frustration wasn’t the biggest problem at the moment—there was someone else, a powerful figure, who wasn’t thrilled with Cao Cao’s behavior either. And that person’s opinion was one that actually made Cao Cao nervous.

      So, who was this big-shot? None other than Yuan Shao—Cao Cao's longtime buddy from back in the day, the very same guy he once went bride-snatching with. Now, Yuan Shao being mad at Cao Cao wasn’t just pulled out of thin air. Part of the blame fell squarely on Cao Cao himself. Not long after seizing control of the emperor, he started to get a little too full of himself. He even penned an official decree, using the emperor’s name, to call out Yuan Shao directly. The letter went something like this: “Yuan Benchu, your family has always served the empire loyally. The court has showered you with generosity for generations. You should be doing everything you can to repay that kindness. But instead, you ignore the court, withhold tribute, offer no support—how can that be acceptable?”

      At that moment, Yuan Shao was locked in a fierce battle with Gongsun Zan over who would control Hebei. But as soon as he read that letter, he knew something was off. There was no way the emperor had written that himself. This had Cao Cao’s fingerprints all over it.

      Yuan Shao was absolutely livid. He bellowed, “You’ve got some nerve, Cao A’man! I still remember the pitiful sight of you running for your life, battered and bruised like a whipped dog. If I hadn’t stepped in back then, you wouldn’t be where you are today!” Anger boiled over in him. “And now you stand before me, barking orders like you’re some big shot? Have you ever stopped to wonder if you’re really up to the task?”

      Fueled by anger, Yuan Shao didn't even bother to feign respect for that imperial decree. He simply tossed it aside and penned a letter straight to Cao Cao—one dripping with arrogance and sarcasm, mocking and belittling him at every turn.

      Naturally, Cao Cao wasn’t about to let such insolence slide. Seeing himself as the emperor’s right-hand man, the voice of the throne, Yuan Shao’s dismissive attitude struck a deep nerve. His anger flared instantly, pushing him to contemplate launching a military campaign against Yuan Shao. Yet, the situation was complicated: although Yuan Shao was still locked in conflict with Gongsun Zan, he commanded a formidable army, making any direct confrontation risky.

      Without hesitation, Cao Cao summoned his top strategists, Xun Yu and Guo Jia. “Alright, you two,” he said, “what’s our move to clean up this mess?”

      The two strategists took a moment and laid everything out clearly. “Yes, Yuan Shao’s forces look impressive on the surface. But the guy’s all show and no substance. He’s like something shiny on the outside but rotten inside—imagine a donkey turd that looks smooth but is just a facade. People call him a fancy pillow stuffed with straw. He might seem powerful now, but he’s not someone who can really pull off anything big. Compared to you, Lord Cao, he doesn’t even come close.”

      Then they proposed a plan. “Let’s try reaching out to Ma Teng and Han Sui in Guanzhong. If we can bring them over to our side, it will significantly strengthen our position.”

      Cao Cao liked the idea and immediately sent envoys to win Ma Teng and Han Sui over. These two had been in open rebellion against the court since Emperor Ling’s reign, so no one expected much. But to everyone’s surprise, after some solid persuasion from Cao Cao’s messengers, both men agreed to join the court’s side. Just like that, Guanzhong came under Cao Cao’s control.

      With the emperor’s name backing him, Cao Cao kept pushing outward, growing stronger by the day. Yuan Shao, on the other hand, had missed the golden opportunity to take control of the emperor and was now stuck reacting instead of leading. He regretted it so deeply, he might as well chew through steel.

      Now that Yuan Shao had finally realized the mess he was in, what kind of plan could he possibly hatch to challenge Cao Cao?

      As Cao Cao’s power swelled ever larger, Yuan Shao’s frustration only grew. He couldn’t stop brooding: “Look at this guy. One day, he’s launching a campaign under the emperor’s name; the next, he’s recruiting new allies; and now, he’s even scolding me with imperial edicts. What’s your deal, Cao A’man? No wonder he’s reaping such rewards—having the emperor in your pocket really does open doors. Maybe it’s time I got a taste of that too.”

      So Yuan Shao began scheming to draw the emperor closer to his own territory. He dispatched an envoy to Cao Cao with a proposal to relocate the imperial court. The envoy argued, “Xu Du’s geography is far from ideal—it's low-lying, damp, and prone to frequent floods. When heavy rains come, even the underpasses are submerged. There’s simply no way the palace could remain safe in such conditions. It’s not a place fit for a long-term capital.”

      But he didn’t stop there. “And then there’s Luoyang—a complete mess. Wild animals like foxes and rabbits run freely everywhere. You can’t seriously expect the emperor to live alongside weasels and who knows what else. It just doesn’t make sense. Moving the capital to Zhencheng is far more reasonable—it’s close to fertile lands and would benefit both the country and its people.”

      Yet Cao Cao wasn’t buying any of it. In his mind, he thought, “Don’t think I’m fooled by this nonsense. This is just a weasel wishing the chicken a Happy New Year—nothing but trouble brewing. You want to move the emperor into your own backyard so you can pull the strings. Now you finally realize how valuable it is to have the emperor on your side? Well, too bad. You missed your chance, and there’s no getting it back.”

      So Cao Cao shut it down immediately—no hesitation, no room for debate.

      At the same time, one of Yuan Shao’s key advisors, Tian Feng, tried to inject some reason into the situation. “Since Cao Cao has outright rejected our proposal, there’s no point in wasting time. We should march straight to Xu Du, bring the emperor over to our side, and use his authority to command the nation. That’s the smartest, most strategic move.”

      What Tian Feng was really saying was: “We’ve tried playing it cool. We gave Cao Cao the chance to negotiate, but he just blew us off. No more games—let’s crush him, seize the emperor, and turn the tables.”

      This all took place in the third year of Jian’an. Around that time, Cao Cao was still engaged in occasional skirmishes with Zhang Xiu. As usual, Yuan Shao ignored the advice of his strategist Tian Feng. He had a habit of hesitating at the worst possible moments. Because he was still bogged down fighting Gongsun Zan, he couldn’t bring himself to take decisive action against Xu Du.

      Even though Yuan Shao never pulled the trigger, news of his plans somehow reached Xu Du—and it terrified Cao Cao. The moment he caught wind of it, he broke out in a cold sweat.

      Because of this, during his third campaign against Zhang Xiu, Cao Cao abruptly called off the operation halfway through. That’s what led to the Battle of Anzhong we mentioned earlier. Time moved forward to the fourth year of the Jian’an era, under Emperor Xian’s reign. That year, after a long and bloody struggle, Yuan Shao finally wiped out Gongsun Zan’s forces for good. With that victory, Yuan Shao rose to become the undisputed ruler over four regions—You, Ji, Qing, and Bing. His army was massive, his troops fired up and well-equipped. At this point, Yuan Shao’s ego was sky-high. Full of confidence and hunger for more, he figured that, riding high on his victory over Gongsun Zan, this was the perfect moment to crush Cao Cao once and for all.

      So, he got to work quickly. He gathered an enormous force—100,000 elite soldiers and tens of thousands of well-bred warhorses—all with a single purpose: to storm Xu Du and bring it down.

      But just as Yuan Shao was preparing for battle, his advisor Ju Shou hurried in, trying to hold him back. “My lord,” he urged, “we’ve been at war nonstop for years. The people are exhausted, worn down by constant fighting. They’re barely surviving. And take a look at the treasury—there’s almost nothing left. Now isn’t the time to rush headlong into another conflict. What we need is to focus on rebuilding agriculture, helping the people recover, and letting the land heal. That’s the only way to build something that lasts.”

      Before Yuan Shao could answer, another advisor, Guo Tu, jumped in. “My lord, don’t listen to Ju Shou,” he said. “Look at the strength you command right now. The soldiers are eager to prove themselves on the battlefield. If we miss this perfect chance to expand our power, it’ll be like the old saying—when heaven hands you a gift and you turn it down, it might just come back to bite you. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. If you pass it up, there won’t be another.”

      Yuan Shao had always been the kind of guy who wanted quick results. He wasn’t one to think long term. He craved big, decisive wins rather than slow, drawn-out plans. So when Guo Tu and the others presented their advice, he didn’t hesitate for a second—he went all in.

      When word spread that Yuan Shao was planning a full-scale assault on Xu Du, most of Cao Cao’s officers were visibly shaken. You could see the worry etched on their faces. But Cao Cao? He didn’t bat an eye. Calm as ever, he steadied the room. “There’s no need to panic. I know Yuan Benchu well. Sure, his ambitions are huge, but his strategy is weak. Outwardly, he looks brave, but deep down, he’s a coward. He’s suspicious and harsh toward his own men, and the truth is, he doesn’t hold real authority over his army. His command is a mess. His officers are arrogant and don’t follow orders. Yes, he controls vast lands and grain stores, but in the end, all of that will fall into our hands. Once we defeat him, it’ll be like he’s a delivery man—bringing all that spoils straight to us on a silver platter.”

      After hearing Cao Cao’s confident words, General Kong Rong couldn’t shake a lingering unease. Quietly, he pulled Xun Yu aside and shared his worries. “Yuan Benchu rules over vast lands and commands a powerful army. He has clever strategists like Tian Feng and Xu You advising him, loyal ministers such as Shen Pei and Feng Ji working tirelessly, and fearless generals like Yan Liang and Wen Chou leading his troops. I’m worried this battle might not go our way.”

      Xun Yu had already assessed Yuan Shao’s situation for Cao Cao. He acknowledged that, yes, Yuan Shao’s army was huge—but it lacked discipline. Rules were hardly enforced, and the soldiers were poorly managed. Tian Feng was upright and honest, but his bluntness often worked against him. He frequently offended his superiors and struggled to navigate the chain of command. Xu You, on the other hand, was downright greedy and lacked any real strategic insight. Whatever he handled usually ended up in chaos.

      Then there was Shen Pei—he liked to keep full control and make all the decisions himself, but he lacked vision and often made unwise calls. Feng Ji was quick to act and eager to get things done, but he was far too arrogant and never took others’ advice seriously. With a team packed full of personalities like these, tension was inevitable. They weren’t likely to cooperate smoothly, and that friction could easily flare up into outright conflict.

      As for Yan Liang and Wen Chou, they were the muscle—brave, certainly, but not the sharpest minds. A single solid battle could bring them both down.

      Even though Cao Cao and Xun Yu often spoke as if they didn’t regard Yuan Shao highly, deep down, they took him very seriously. They began fortifying their defenses with great care. In the eighth month of that year, Cao Cao led his army to Liyang. Simultaneously, he dispatched his top generals with elite troops to Qingzhou, securing the eastern border to guard against any surprise attacks from Yuan Shao.

      Later on, Cao Cao ordered Yu Jin to station forces along the Yellow River, reinforcing the river’s defenses. It wasn’t until the ninth month that Cao Cao returned to Xu Du. From there, he spread his troops out, assigning different units to hold key positions at Guandu and establish a formidable defensive line.

      By this time, Yuan Shao was advancing with his massive army, and the situation was growing increasingly tense. To make matters worse, Zhang Xiu still held forces behind Cao Cao’s lines. If Zhang Xiu chose to strike from the rear, Cao Cao would find himself trapped in a nightmare.

      But right at that critical moment, something completely unexpected happened—Zhang Xiu decided to surrender and join forces with Cao Cao. Just like that, the mounting pressure vanished, turning Cao Cao's dire crisis into a stroke of fortune.

      But what could have driven Zhang Xiu to set aside his deep-seated hatred for Cao Cao and suddenly switch sides?

      If Yuan Shao was planning a campaign against Cao Cao, he knew allies were essential to strengthen his position. Naturally, Zhang Xiu came to mind. After all, Zhang Xiu had clashed with Cao Cao before—and in those battles, he had killed Cao Cao’s son and one of his most trusted generals. The grudge between them was profound. To Yuan Shao, this was an ideal situation. After all, isn’t it true that the enemy of my enemy is my friend?

      So Yuan Shao sent an envoy to win Zhang Xiu over. He even penned a personal letter to Jia Xu, Zhang Xiu’s chief strategist, expressing his hope to forge a friendship. The plan was simple: if Jia Xu supported the idea, Zhang Xiu would be far more inclined to join his side.

      When Zhang Xiu received the letter, he seriously considered siding with Yuan Shao. But Jia Xu didn’t share the same enthusiasm.

      During a banquet held for Yuan Shao’s envoy, Jia Xu suddenly raised his voice and addressed the messenger directly: “Please convey our thanks to Yuan Benchu for his generous offer. But tell him this—if he can’t even get along with his own brother, Yuan Shu, how can he expect to work with the great heroes of the land?”

      The envoy’s expression immediately fell the moment he heard those words. He quickly rose to his feet and said, “Well then, I’ll take my leave.”

      Zhang Xiu was taken aback. He turned to Jia Xu, clearly alarmed. “What are you doing, brother? You can’t just say something like that! We’ll definitely offend Yuan Shao. If that happens, who on earth are we supposed to rely on?”

      Jia Xu, calm as ever, responded, “We can rely on Cao Cao.”

      Zhang Xiu’s eyes widened in disbelief. “What did you just say? Are you out of your mind? Did you bump your head on the way here? Think about it—Yuan Shao wields far more power than Cao Cao. And don’t forget, we have deep enmity with Cao Cao. I killed his son, remember? How on earth could we possibly side with him?”

      Jia Xu remained calm and laid out his reasoning. “Exactly because of all that history between us and Cao Cao, we should join him. Listen—Cao Cao acts in the name of the emperor. Whenever he fights, it’s for a just cause: punishing those who disrespect imperial authority. That gives him legitimacy. That’s our first reason to side with him.”

      “Secondly,” Jia Xu continued, “Cao Cao holds the emperor under his control. Aligning ourselves with him means standing with the rightful order. Now, Yuan Shao—sure, his forces are strong, but if we bring our small band to him, he won’t care. He might not even notice us. But Cao Cao? He’s short on manpower. If we come to him with our troops, he’ll be thrilled. He’ll see us as valuable and treat us with genuine respect.”

      "And third," Jia Xu said, "anyone with real ambition to rule the world must be able to let go of personal grudges. That shows people he’s generous and magnanimous. So, even though you killed Cao Cao’s son, if he’s truly aiming for greatness, he won’t hold it against you. That’s why I’m telling you—don’t hesitate anymore. We should join him."

      Zhang Xiu thought deeply about Jia Xu’s words. The more he considered them, the more they made sense. So, in the eleventh month of that year, he and his men surrendered.

      Keep in mind, the grudge between Cao Cao and Zhang Xiu ran incredibly deep. Zhang Xiu had caused the deaths of Cao Cao’s eldest son and his fierce general, Dian Wei. If Cao Cao ever caught Zhang Xiu, he probably would have wanted to skin him alive, boil him, maybe even chop him up and make dumplings out of him. That’s how intense the hatred was.

      But when Zhang Xiu came to surrender, Cao Cao didn’t lose his temper. Instead, he warmly took Zhang Xiu by the hand, hosted a grand banquet to celebrate their new alliance, and even arranged a marriage between his own son and Zhang Xiu’s daughter, sealing their bond through family ties. Following this, Cao Cao appointed Zhang Xiu as the General Who Spreads Martial Valor.

      Not long after, Cao Cao recommended Jia Xu for the position of Commander of the Imperial Guards, bestowing upon him the noble title of Marquis of Duting.

      When Yuan Shao realized that Zhang Xiu had chosen not to side with him but had surrendered to Cao Cao instead, he found himself forced to seek support elsewhere. So, he turned to Liu Biao in Jingzhou, hoping to persuade him to send troops against Cao Cao. Liu Biao agreed to consider the proposal but wanted a clearer understanding of the political situation first. To that end, he sent his advisor Han Song to the capital at Xu Du, instructing him, “The empire is in chaos right now. No one knows who will come out on top. But Cao Cao supports the emperor and has made Xu Du the capital. Go there and see how things are shaping up.”

      Han Song replied, “I’m someone who values loyalty above all else. Once I’ve pledged my service to a lord, I stand by him to the very end. Right now, I serve you, General, and I will follow your orders. But I have to be honest—with what I see, Cao Cao is very likely to unify the realm. If you’re willing to show respect to the emperor and submit to Cao Cao’s authority, then I will carry out this mission without hesitation. However, if you’re uncertain, and when I arrive at court they offer me a position I can’t refuse, then I will become a servant of the emperor and won’t be able to serve you any longer.”

      Han Song was being completely upfront. He was willing to go to Xu Du—but if the court appointed him to office, he wouldn’t be able to refuse, and his loyalty would shift away from Liu Biao. Unfortunately, Liu Biao didn’t quite grasp what Han Song was trying to convey. He assumed Han Song was merely anxious about the mission and insisted that he go.

      Sure enough, as soon as Han Song arrived in Xu Du, the emperor—under Cao Cao’s direction—issued an edict appointing him as Palace Attendant and Governor of Lingling Commandery. When Han Song returned, he spoke warmly about the court’s kindness and Cao Cao’s leadership. He even advised Liu Biao to send one of his sons to Xu Du as a political hostage to demonstrate loyalty.

      Liu Biao exploded with rage. “So this is how it is, Han Song? You’re playing both sides now?” Enraged, he summoned his officials, determined to have Han Song executed. Once everyone was gathered, Liu Biao pointed directly at him and demanded, “Han Song, are you betraying me?”

      The atmosphere in the room grew heavy with tension. Many feared for Han Song’s life and urged him to apologize, hoping to defuse the situation. But Han Song remained unshaken, his expression calm and his voice steady. “General, you may have failed me, but I have never failed you,” he declared.

      He then calmly repeated the very words he had spoken before setting out. He reminded everyone that he had made it clear: if he traveled to Xu Du and was granted a position by the emperor, he would become a servant of the court, no longer bound to Liu Biao. He had warned them well in advance.

      Though Liu Biao was still angry, deep down he knew Han Song hadn’t truly betrayed him. In the end, he didn’t order his execution—but he did imprison him.

      Liu Biao’s advisors were hoping he would submit to Cao Cao. Yet, at that very moment, things within Cao Cao’s camp were far from stable. Opposition was quietly mounting, not only among his own followers but also within the imperial court. Even Emperor Xian himself was looking for an opportunity to break free from Cao Cao’s grip.

      So, what exactly were these anti-Cao Cao forces up to?

      At one point, when Cao Cao had set up camp at Guandu—which corresponds to present-day Zhongmu in Henan province—a bodyguard close to him made a deadly attempt on his life. It’s unclear whether this man was fueled by deep-seated personal vengeance or simply acted on a sudden impulse, but either way, he was determined to see it through. He even enlisted a few accomplices, and one day, they quietly slipped into Cao Cao’s tent, ready to strike.

      Just as they were about to launch their attack, they ran straight into Xu Chu—Cao Cao’s formidable bodyguard known for his incredible strength and fierce loyalty. These conspirators knew exactly who Xu Chu was and how unstoppable he could be. The moment they caught sight of him, their faces drained of color. Xu Chu immediately sensed their nervousness—they were clearly out of place—and began questioning them sharply. Their panic pushed them to lash out, but there was no way they could match Xu Chu’s might. With a single charge, Xu Chu cut them all down in an instant. Taking them out was effortless, especially inside a tightly secured military camp where orders were absolute.

      But within the imperial court, matters were far more tangled. Mounting any resistance against Cao Cao required far greater secrecy and careful plotting. As time passed and Emperor Xian grew older, his frustration with Cao Cao’s iron grip tightened. Deep in his heart, he thought, “Cao A’man, you’ve gone too far. You don’t even pretend to show me respect anymore. I’ve barely escaped one nightmare, only to fall into another—like fleeing a tiger, only to land in the jaws of a wolf.”

      Some officials in the court shared the same sentiment—they were fed up with how Cao Cao ran the government. It was at this point that the emperor began seriously considering the removal of Cao Cao.

      Of course, the emperor couldn’t just act on his own. It wasn’t as if Cao Cao would stroll in, kneel before him, and suddenly be caught off guard by a sword—such a thing was unthinkable.

      So, the emperor decided to entrust the dangerous task to his father-in-law, the General of Chariots and Cavalry—Dong Cheng.

      As we’ve mentioned before, Dong Cheng was the nephew of Empress Dowager Dong, the mother of Emperor Ling. This made him a senior relative to Emperor Xian. On top of that, his daughter was one of the emperor’s favored concubines—so he was also the emperor’s father-in-law. Because of this, people at the time respectfully called him “Imperial Uncle Dong.”

      Emperor Xian and Dong Cheng secretly plotted to get rid of Cao Cao, but that was easier said than done. The palace was crawling with spies planted by Cao Cao, making it extremely risky to even issue an order for his assassination. The emperor racked his brain and finally came up with a clever plan—he decided to issue what was known as an “edict in the belt.”

      He personally wrote a secret imperial edict calling for Cao Cao’s execution and cleverly hid it within the folds of his clothing. Back then, clothes didn’t have buttons like they do today; instead, people folded the fabric over and secured it with a belt. When Dong Cheng came to the palace, the emperor discreetly passed him the belt containing the hidden edict. In that letter, the emperor poured out his frustration over how he had been treated, condemned Cao Cao’s disloyalty and arrogance, and made it clear that he was determined to see him eliminated.

      Back at his residence, Dong Cheng carefully untied the belt and read the secret imperial edict. The words hit him like a blast of icy wind—his entire body stiffened with tension. Fear gripped him. Everyone knew how formidable and ruthless Cao Cao was. Crossing him was no small matter. Yet, defying a direct order from the emperor was out of the question. Dong Cheng understood clearly that facing Cao Cao alone would be nothing short of suicide. So, he began reaching out to others who might be willing to join his cause. Taking on someone like Cao Cao single-handedly was like throwing an egg against a rock.

      Fortunately, Dong Cheng’s efforts were met with unexpected success. Cao Cao had made plenty of enemies, and his heavy-handed tactics had angered many. As soon as Dong Cheng made his move, people started stepping forward. Among them was Liu Bei.

      At that time, Liu Bei had just been driven out of Xu Province by Lü Bu. Homeless and wandering, he had no choice but to turn to Cao Cao for shelter. He followed Cao Cao to Xu Du and even had the chance to meet the emperor. According to some stories, during that meeting, Liu Bei spoke with the emperor about their shared family lineage, which supposedly earned him the title “Imperial Uncle Liu.” Though, honestly, many people think that whole story is a bit of a stretch.

      Still, once Liu Bei accepted the secret edict hidden within the belt, he and Dong Cheng officially forged an alliance against Cao Cao. They were wholeheartedly devoted to working together to overthrow Cao Cao and restore the Han dynasty’s rightful power.

      In a surprising twist, not long after Liu Bei joined this anti-Cao coalition, he suddenly abandoned the entire plan—despite the emperor’s personal secret order to eliminate Cao Cao. On the surface, everything seemed to be unfolding smoothly, with the conspiracy carefully concealed from prying eyes. So what drove Liu Bei to give up on the mission and slip away from Xu Du? And how did he manage to escape the watchful gaze of Cao Cao himself?

      One day, unexpectedly, Cao Cao invited Liu Bei over for a drink. At the banquet, he served green plums and warm wine, settling in to share a quiet moment with Liu Bei. After a few rounds, Cao Cao looked him in the eye and, with a tone full of meaning, said, “In today’s chaotic world, the only real heroes are you and me. Someone like Yuan Shao? Not even worth mentioning.”

      Liu Bei had just lifted his chopsticks, ready to take a bite, when those words struck him—and he froze in place. His heart skipped a beat. What could he have meant by that? Panic welled up inside him. Had Cao Cao somehow caught wind of the plot? Why else would he call me a hero unless he already saw me as a threat? If that’s true, then I must be next on his list.

      A surge of fear coursed through him. His hands trembled so violently that his spoon and chopsticks slipped from his grasp and clattered to the floor. At that precise moment, a loud thunderclap roared across the sky. Seizing the opportunity, Liu Bei quickly recovered and covered his reaction, saying, “The sages once said that when thunder rolls or fierce winds arise, it’s natural for people to feel shaken. That thunder was so loud—it startled me and made me drop everything.”

      He recalled the ancient wisdom that even the wisest men show unease before violent weather. “That thunder just now gave me a real fright,” he added, forcing a laugh to mask his unease.

      Cao Cao chuckled heartily. “You’ve faced blades and bloodshed for years, living constantly on the razor’s edge between life and death—yet you’re still scared of a little thunder?”

      This moment had since become a legendary scene in the storytelling tradition: the famed “Green Plums and Boiled Wine, Discussing Heroes.”

      After that encounter, Liu Bei fully grasped just how perilous the situation had become. He intensified his coordination with Dong Cheng and other conspirators—figures like Zhong Ji, Wu Zilan, and Wang Zifu—to press forward with their plot to eliminate Cao Cao. He knew there was no time to waste. Cao Cao clearly had his sights set on him, and hanging around any longer would only make things worse.

      Even though Liu Bei was now entangled in the conspiracy, he couldn’t shake the gnawing fear that had settled in after their wine-soaked conversation. He kept turning over the same questions in his mind: Why did Cao Cao hold him in such high regard? Did Cao truly see him as a genuine rival? Or was he plotting to eliminate Liu Bei before that rivalry could even take root? Liu Bei knew danger surrounded him on all sides. Lingering any longer in Xu Province could cost him his life—he had to find a way out, and quickly.

      Then, at last, the opportunity arrived.

      Yuan Shu had been decisively defeated and was seeking to flee northward, hoping to find refuge with Yuan Shao. As fate would have it, the path to Yuan Shao lay straight through Xu Province. Liu Bei saw his chance and stepped forward, volunteering to lead troops to intercept this fleeing warlord. On one hand, he was no stranger to Xu Province, having spent time there and knowing its terrain well. On the other, he was desperate to slip out from under Cao Cao’s shadow and reclaim some measure of freedom.

      Cao Cao found Liu Bei's reasoning convincing and agreed to his request. He entrusted Liu Bei with an army of fifty thousand soldiers and assigned one of his own generals to support the mission. However, Liu Bei was in no mood to linger. He feared that even the slightest hesitation might cost him his life if Cao Cao were to change his mind. So, with barely any belongings, he hastily departed with his troops.

      Shortly after Liu Bei’s departure, Cao Cao’s chief advisors, Cheng Yu and Guo Jia, returned from a journey. Upon learning that Liu Bei had been granted permission to leave, alarm bells rang in their minds. They hurried to warn Cao Cao, saying, “My lord, this is like releasing a tiger back into the mountains. Liu Bei is bound to become a formidable threat in the future. You must recall him at once.”

      Only then did Cao Cao realize the gravity of his error. He swiftly dispatched Xu Chu, leading 500 soldiers, to pursue Liu Bei. But by the time they set out, Liu Bei had already vanished into the distance.

      Like a dragon diving into the sea, Liu Bei moved swiftly and decisively. He successfully blocked Yuan Shu’s escape route, leaving him no choice but to retreat south to Shouchun, where he eventually met his demise. Cao Cao’s general completed the mission and returned to the capital, yet Liu Bei had no intention of following suit.

      Instead, Liu Bei seized control of Xu Province after the death of its governor, leaving Guan Yu in charge of Xiapi as acting governor, and made his way back to his hometown, Xiao Pei. Liu Bei knew Xiao Pei intimately—he had deep roots and strong connections there. Upon his arrival, many local leaders who had formerly supported Cao Cao turned against him and rallied to Liu Bei’s banner. Just like that, Liu Bei’s forces swelled to tens of thousands.

      Then, he sent envoys to Yuan Shao, hoping to forge an alliance that could bring down the traitorous Cao Cao once and for all.

      That was how things went back then.

      One day, you could be sitting around a table, sharing drinks and laughter with friends⁠—

      the next, you’d be drawing swords, fighting one another to the death.

      After Liu Bei secured his hold over Xiao Pei, he no longer hid his opposition to Cao Cao. He openly declared his rebellion. Despite his generals’ repeated warnings, Cao Cao was resolute in eliminating Liu Bei first—even though Yuan Shao was marching south with a massive army, poised to strike while Cao Cao was distracted.

      So why was Cao Cao willing to take such a huge risk?

      When he caught wind that Liu Bei had turned against him, Cao Cao was furious. Without a moment’s hesitation, he dispatched his officer Liu Dai to lead troops against Liu Bei. But by then, Liu Bei’s forces had grown significantly stronger. Facing Liu Dai’s assault head-on, Liu Bei remained calm and composed, crushing the enemy army without breaking a sweat. Liu Dai’s troops were routed, scattered like fallen leaves in the wind. After the battle, Liu Bei looked at Liu Dai coldly and said, “Even if you sent a hundred more like you, what difference would it make?”

      Liu Bei got away clean—but Dong Cheng and his group weren’t so lucky.

      Soon after Liu Bei seized control of Xiao Pei, the calendar turned to the fifth year of Emperor Xian’s Jian’an reign. That same year, the conspiracy led by Dong Cheng was uncovered. Upon learning this, Cao Cao swiftly ordered the execution of Dong Cheng along with his co-conspirators Wang Fu, Zhong Ji, and others. Their entire families were ruthlessly wiped out.

      With the rebellion crushed, Cao Cao turned his focus toward launching a full-scale campaign against Liu Bei. His advisors tried to dissuade him. “The real threat is Yuan Shao,” they cautioned. “He’s already amassing a massive army and advancing. You’re about to leave the capital and pursue Liu Bei? Liu Bei is insignificant—a mere appetizer, not the main course. There’s no need to rush. What if Yuan Shao strikes us from behind? That would be catastrophic.”

      But Cao Cao was unmoved. “You’re mistaken,” he declared. “Liu Bei is a genuine hero. If we don’t eliminate him now, he will become a serious problem later.”

      Guo Jia quickly voiced his support. “My lord is absolutely right. Yuan Benchu is naturally slow and full of doubts. Even if he wants to attack, he won’t act swiftly. As for Liu Xuande, yes, he’s a hero—but he’s only just begun to build his foundation. His followers aren’t fully loyal yet. Now is the perfect opportunity to strike. If we move fast, we can crush Liu Bei. Once that’s done, we’ll still have plenty of time to handle Yuan Shao. It won’t disrupt our plans.”

      Without hesitation, Cao Cao led his forces eastward to launch a full-scale assault on Liu Bei. As soon as the battle began, Tian Feng pressed Yuan Shao to take action. “Cao Mengde is currently tied up fighting Liu Bei,” he urged. “That battle won’t end anytime soon. If you lead your troops to strike at Cao Cao’s rear while he’s distracted, victory is assured.”

      Yet Yuan Shao hesitated—his young son had fallen ill, and he used that as an excuse. “My son is sick,” he said. “I must take care of him. I simply don’t have the time to deal with this right now. I can’t send my troops.”

      And just like that, the chance slipped through their fingers. Yuan Shao stayed put, hesitant and cautious as ever.

      Meanwhile, Cao Cao launched a swift and crushing assault on Liu Bei. Liu Bei’s forces were overwhelmed in no time, scattered into chaos, utterly defeated.

      Cao Cao’s army even captured Liu Bei’s wife and children. Honestly, Liu Bei’s family seemed to have the worst luck—they ended up as captives more often than not. In that regard, Liu Bei wasn’t so different from his supposed ancestor, Liu Bang. Both men were quick to abandon their wives and children when it came down to saving themselves. When survival was on the line, they didn’t hesitate. The fact that their families kept getting left behind made it hard to believe there was much emotional attachment there.

      After Liu Bei’s wife and children were captured, Cao Cao pressed forward and seized Xiapi. He even managed to capture Guan Yu alive. As for Liu Bei, he escaped with whatever little he had left and fled northward to seek refuge with Yuan Shao.

      With Liu Bei out of the picture, the balance of power across the land shifted once again—it was now down to two titans. A direct confrontation between these great forces, Cao Cao and Yuan Shao, was looming on the horizon.

      And so the question echoed through the land: in this epic battle between giants, who would ultimately come out on top?
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      Cao Cao personally led his army to attack Liu Bei. At that time, Liu Bei had managed to grow his forces slightly, but compared to Cao Cao, he was still vastly outmatched—lacking sufficient troops and strong generals. He stood no chance and was forced to flee for his life shortly after the fighting began.

      Cao Cao swiftly advanced and captured Xia Pi city without much resistance. It was there that he seized Guan Yu. Yet Guan Yu put on quite a display—he agreed to surrender to the Han dynasty, but refused to submit to Cao Cao himself. Meanwhile, Liu Bei escaped to Qingzhou, where, with the help of Yuan Tan, he eventually took refuge under Yuan Shao’s protection. After defeating Liu Bei and capturing Guan Yu, Cao Cao returned to Guandu, setting the stage for a standoff with Yuan Shao. Yuan Shao was preparing for a major battle, planning a full-scale assault on Xuchang. This all took place during the fifth year of the Jian’an era, when the Han Emperor was still on the throne.

      Earlier, when Cao Cao had marched toward Xuzhou to confront Liu Bei, some of Yuan Shao’s men advised him that it was an opportune moment to attack. However, Yuan Shao’s youngest son, Yuan Shang, fell ill, causing him to worry and miss that perfect chance.

      Now that Cao Cao was back in Guandu and had fortified his defenses, a head-on charge would be unwise for Yuan Shao. At this critical moment, his advisor Tian Feng spoke up: “Cao Mengde is fully prepared now. He possesses a keen mind for warfare. Though his army isn’t massive, he must not be underestimated. Instead of rushing in, we’d be better off waiting him out. Meanwhile, we should be forging alliances with heroes from across the land, focusing on building up our agriculture and strengthening our forces. We can also send our best soldiers to harass Cao Cao’s troops—keeping them restless so they cannot settle to produce anything. If we maintain this strategy, without engaging in a massive battle, Cao Cao’s forces will grow weary. Give it three years, and victory will be ours.”

      But just like before, Yuan Shao ignored Tian Feng’s advice. Tian Feng kept bringing it up again and again, which only made Yuan Shao angrier. Yuan Shao thought Tian Feng was just being difficult: “Why do you keep saying I can’t beat Cao Cao? Do you think I’m that useless? What, are you secretly working for Cao Cao or something?” So Yuan Shao had Tian Feng locked up and chained, tossing him straight into prison. Then Yuan Shao sent official proclamations to all the provinces, accusing Cao Cao of a whole laundry list of crimes. Around that time, Chen Lin, one of the brilliant writers from the Jian’an literary circle, penned a piece for Yuan Shao called A Declaration to the Provinces on Behalf of Yuan Shao.

      In that article, Chen Lin went all out insulting Cao Cao. He didn’t just attack Cao Cao himself—he even dragged in Cao’s ancestors, mocking them without holding back. The words were fiery and full of rage, deliberately stirring up emotions. Cao Cao was so furious after reading it that he nearly exploded—he was ready to blow the roof off. But shouting insults in writing wasn’t going to change anything. Yuan Shao wasn’t just a talker; he was quick to act. He rallied a massive force—10,000 cavalry and 100,000 infantry—preparing to launch a full-scale campaign against Cao Cao.

      By the second month of the next year, Yuan Shao’s troops began moving en masse toward Liyang. Once there, he started planning how to cross the Yellow River so he could take the fight directly to Cao Cao’s main army. His first move was to send his general Yan Liang to attack Baima. The goal was to seize that key position south of the river, making it easier for his main force to cross safely.

      Remember Ju Shou, one of Yuan Shao's trusted advisors? He stepped in once again to warn his lord. Ju Shou pointed out that Yan Liang was too hot-headed and narrow-minded. Yes, Yan Liang was a fierce fighter—a true beast on the battlefield who charged fearlessly and fought like a seasoned warrior. But Ju Shou argued he wasn’t the kind of leader who could handle a large-scale operation. Yan Liang was perfect for leading the front lines, but not the man to entrust with a major independent mission. Despite this, Yuan Shao didn’t heed the warning and sent Yan Liang into battle anyway.

      The tale of Yan Liang’s showdown with Cao Cao during the siege of Baima is legendary, passed down through countless folk stories. But what do the historical records actually say about the Battle of Baima? How did Cao Cao respond to Yuan Shao’s sudden offensive? And did he truly pin all his hopes of victory on Guan Yu?

      Determined to gain the upper hand, Cao Cao personally led his troops north to break the siege at Baima.

      One of Cao Cao’s advisors, Xun You, was well aware that Yuan Shao commanded a massive army. So, he devised a clever plan and suggested they fake an attack to distract the enemy. The idea was to move their forces toward Yanjin, making it seem as though they intended to cross the river and strike Yuan Shao’s rear. This would force Yuan Shao to split his troops. Meanwhile, Cao Cao would send a swift cavalry unit to suddenly strike the forces supporting Baima, catching them completely off guard.

      In the Romance of the Three Kingdoms, the Battle of Guandu is described with some staggering numbers—Yuan Shao supposedly had 700,000 troops, while Cao Cao had only 70,000. But those figures were clearly exaggerated. In reality, Yuan Shao’s army numbered a little over 100,000 men, and Cao Cao commanded somewhere between 30,000 and 40,000. After Xun You presented his plan, Cao Cao immediately approved it. Just as Xun You predicted, Yuan Shao split his forces and sent some troops to Yanjin. Once Cao Cao saw that Yuan Shao’s army was divided, he quickly led his troops straight toward Baima.

      When Cao Cao’s army was about ten miles from Baima, Yuan Shao’s general, Yan Liang, received the news and was taken aback. He hurried to prepare his men for battle. Cao Cao sent Zhang Liao and Guan Yu as the vanguard to confront Yan Liang. Zhang Liao had once served under Lü Bu and was renowned for his incredible bravery and skill in combat. After Lü Bu’s defeat and death, Zhang Liao surrendered to Cao Cao and became one of his top generals. As for Guan Yu, after being captured by Cao Cao, stories and folk tales say that Cao Cao treated him like royalty—hosting small banquets every three days, grand feasts every five, giving him gold when he mounted his horse and silver when he dismounted. Guan Yu had access to everything—fine wine, exquisite food, gold, women, prized horses, and luxurious carriages. There’s even a tale that Cao Cao gave him Lü Bu’s famous Red Hare horse and possibly even Diao Chan, although Guan Yu supposedly handled her in his own way. Either way, Cao Cao granted Guan Yu whatever he desired.

      During the intense clash between the two armies, Guan Yu stepped into the fray. From across the battlefield, he spotted the banners and canopies belonging to Yuan Shao’s forces. Without a moment’s hesitation, he charged straight into the enemy ranks. Amid the throng of soldiers, he managed to kill Yan Liang and rode back triumphantly, holding his prize high—literally, Yan Liang’s severed head in his hand. No one from Yuan Shao’s side dared to stop him, and as a result, the siege of Baima was broken. Following this, Cao Cao relocated the entire population of the city westward along the Yellow River. This legendary episode in the Romance of the Three Kingdoms is famously known as "beheading Yan Liang and executing Wen Chou."

      However, historical records describe the event somewhat differently. Guan Yu is said to have killed Yan Liang on horseback by stabbing him during the charge. So which version holds more truth? The historical texts are definitely more trustworthy here. Back in those days, horses didn’t yet have stirrups. This meant riders couldn’t wield two-handed polearms effectively. Since they had to control their horses with one hand, most Han cavalry preferred sabers in battle. That said, spears were still a possibility, as they could be handled with one hand—one hand on the reins, the other gripping the spear.

      Therefore, it’s far more likely that Guan Yu used a spear rather than a heavy broadsword. A broadsword requires both hands to swing with power and precision. Trying to wield such a large, heavy blade with only one hand would hardly be enough to fell an enemy. That’s why he probably thrust Yan Liang to death with a spear in one hand, then drew his side blade to sever the head.

      After Guan Yu slew Yan Liang, Yuan Shao’s forces suffered a defeat at the Battle of Baima. Following this setback, Yuan Shao resolved to lead his entire army across the Yellow River in pursuit of Cao Cao. At this critical moment, Ju Shou stepped forward with a warning. He cautioned that the outcome of war is always uncertain and urged careful consideration. His counsel was to station the main army at Yanjin, dispatching only a smaller detachment toward Guandu. Should they secure victory, the main force could then advance without issue. But if the entire army crossed the river and things went awry, retreat would be impossible. Yet, true to form, Yuan Shao dismissed the advice outright. He remained stubborn and arrogant, essentially declaring, “This is how I operate. Take it or leave it.”

      With no alternative, Ju Shou accompanied the army across the river, though his heart was heavy. Sighing, he muttered, “Our lord is arrogant and self-important. His generals are all brawn and no brains—they blindly chase glory without thought. Facing this vast Yellow River ahead, how can we hope to succeed?” Doubts gnawed at Ju Shou until he feigned illness, requesting to resign his duties. Yuan Shao, however, was unmoved. He thought, “I’m brilliant, and yet you’re dissatisfied serving me? You want to quit because of a mere illness? Not a chance.” Not only did he reject the request, but he also harbored resentment. Yuan Shao stripped Ju Shou of his military command and handed over his troops to Guo Tu.

      Once Yuan Shao’s army reached Yanjin, he dispatched General Wen Chou and Liu Bei to continue the pursuit of Cao Cao. At that juncture, Cao Cao commanded a mere 600 cavalry, while Yuan Shao boasted 5,000 to 6,000 cavalry, backed by infantry. Had they engaged in a straightforward battle then, Cao Cao likely would have been overwhelmed. But just as things looked bleak, Cao Cao devised a clever ruse. He ordered his men to remove their saddles and let the horses roam freely, deliberately scattering their supplies along the road. Yuan Shao’s troops completely fell for the trap—his soldiers surged forward to seize the abandoned loot.

      While Yuan Shao’s troops were busy scrambling for the loot, Cao Cao launched a surprise attack that completely overwhelmed Yuan Shao’s forces. In the chaos, General Wen Chou was killed. Romance of the Three Kingdoms credits Guan Yu with Wen Chou’s death, but in reality, the exact cause remains uncertain. Some historians believe Wen Chou was slain by Cao Cao’s general Xu Huang, while others suggest he died after being trampled by panicked horses. Either way, it wasn’t Guan Yu. Following this decisive victory, Cao Cao successfully led his troops back to Guandu.

      From that moment on, Cao Cao and Yuan Shao entered a tense standoff. Meanwhile, Guan Yu—who had earned significant merit at the Battle of Baima—was contemplating leaving Cao Cao’s camp. The famous novel paints a vivid picture of Guan Yu ceremoniously hanging up his seal, riding alone for miles, and cutting down enemy generals as he passed through their checkpoints. But did any of that truly happen? And how did Cao Cao react when he realized Guan Yu was ready to depart?

      Cao Cao held Guan Yu in the highest regard. He admired his unwavering loyalty and noble spirit. To Cao Cao, Guan Yu wasn’t just another warrior—he was a rare man of honor. Throughout their time together, Cao Cao sensed that Guan Yu had no intention of staying permanently. So, he sent Zhang Liao to quietly discover what Guan Yu was really planning.

      When Zhang Liao met Guan Yu, he greeted him warmly with a friendly smile and said, “Brother Yun Chang, my lord has extended you great kindness. Tell me, do you intend to stand by him through thick and thin? Or does your heart still lie with your Lord Liu?” Guan Yu answered firmly and sincerely, “I am well aware of Lord Cao’s generosity—anyone with a heart would be moved by it. But years ago, I swore to serve General Liu with my life, and that promise is something I cannot break. So no, I will not stay. Still, I will earn my keep and repay Lord Cao with my deeds before I leave.”

      Zhang Liao hurried back to deliver Guan Yu’s message exactly as it was. After hearing it, Cao Cao’s respect for Guan Yu’s loyalty only deepened. He was not a man who used dirty tricks to keep someone against their will. He respected heroes—and admired Guan Yu for staying true to his word.

      Later, Guan Yu fought valiantly on the battlefield and slew Yan Liang. Cao Cao remembered Guan Yu’s earlier promise—that once he had done enough to repay Cao Cao’s kindness, he would depart. Having fulfilled his word, Cao Cao, out of admiration and gratitude, bestowed even greater rewards upon him, granting him the title “Marquis of Hanshou Pavilion.” “Hanshou” was a real place, and “Pavilion Marquis” was the lowest rank of marquis. Over time, many misunderstood the title; some even forged seals labeled “Marquis of Shouting,” completely missing the point. The title “Hanshou Pavilion Marquis” wasn’t just a random Han-era nobility—it carried specific meaning tied closely to Guan Yu’s story.

      Once Guan Yu was officially granted his title, he soon learned where Liu Bei had gone—he discovered that Liu Bei had joined forces with Yuan Shao. Carefully, Guan Yu packed away all the gold, silk, and treasures that Cao Cao had given him. Then, he penned a farewell letter to bid goodbye. This moment became famously known as “Sealing the Gold and Hanging the Seal to Bid Farewell to Lord Cao.” Without hesitation, Guan Yu set off to find Liu Bei in Yuan Shao’s camp. Some of Cao Cao’s officers wanted to pursue him, but Cao Cao stopped them firmly. “Don’t chase after him,” he said. “Everyone serves their own lord. Let him go.” Of course, popular tales and storybooks later turned this into the legendary journey of “Riding Alone for a Thousand Miles, Cutting Down Six Generals at Five Passes.” Whether any of that truly happened is hard to say—it was likely invented by storytellers in later times.

      Meanwhile, Yuan Shao kept clashing with Cao Cao and suffering defeats. He had already lost his top generals, Yan Liang and Wen Chou. Yet even after those losses, Yuan Shao’s forces remained formidable. By July, he led his troops to Yangwu, preparing to march south towards Xuchang. Ju Shou, who had been repeatedly ignored, still hadn’t given up. This seasoned advisor remained loyal and offered his counsel once more: “Our army may be large, but we’re not as battle-ready as Cao Cao’s troops. On the other hand, their supplies and provisions are running low—they’re nowhere near as well-stocked as we are. Naturally, Cao Cao wants to finish this quickly, but for us, prolonging the conflict actually plays to our advantage. We should focus on the long game.”

      Yet, just like before, Yuan Shao refused to listen. You really have to wonder why he even kept advisors around—maybe it was just so he could make himself look smarter than all of them by ignoring everything they said.

      Yuan Shao’s massive army pushed forward slightly, setting up camp along the dunes and stretching their lines east to west for dozens of miles. In response, Cao Cao divided his forces and stationed them directly opposite Yuan Shao’s troops. Soon enough, Cao Cao launched an attack on Yuan Shao’s army, but it didn’t go as planned—he was forced to retreat and hold his position behind his defenses.

      Yuan Shao then commanded the construction of tall towers and huge earthen mounds within his camp. From these elevated vantage points, his archers relentlessly rained arrows down into Cao Cao’s camp. The pressure became so intense that Cao Cao’s soldiers had to constantly raise their shields just to move around safely under the onslaught of arrows.

      To counter this, the engineers in Cao Cao’s ranks built “thunder carts”—essentially catapults. These siege machines hurled heavy stones that smashed Yuan Shao’s towers to splinters. Interestingly, the modern Chinese chess piece for “cannon” includes the radical for “stone,” a nod to these early stone-throwing siege engines.

      After losing his towers, Yuan Shao switched tactics and ordered his men to dig tunnels beneath Cao Cao’s camp, hoping to sneak inside undetected. But Cao Cao’s soldiers caught wind of the plan. In response, they dug a deep trench encircling their camp, cutting off all access from outside. So when Yuan Shao’s tunnels finally broke through, his troops found themselves plunging straight into the water-filled moat.

      Despite Yuan Shao’s failure to break through—whether from above or below—Cao Cao’s situation was still dire. His army was smaller, running dangerously low on food supplies, and his soldiers were worn out and barely able to fight. Meanwhile, the common people were suffering under heavy taxes and pressure, and many began to abandon Cao Cao’s cause, switching their support to Yuan Shao.

      At this critical moment, things seemed to be unraveling for Cao Cao. But unlike Yuan Shao, Cao Cao was willing to listen when his advisors offered sound advice. In this desperate hour, he paid close attention to his counselors’ strategies. That decision ultimately saved him and turned the tide of the war. So how did the battle’s momentum suddenly shift? And what kind of counsel made such a huge difference?

      Under Yuan Shao’s relentless, multi-layered assaults pressing from both above and below, Cao Cao found himself deeply troubled. He penned a letter to Xun Yu, who was stationed back in Xuchang, sharing his doubts and concerns. In this letter, Cao Cao expressed that he was contemplating a strategic retreat to Xuchang to adopt a more defensive stance. His plan was to lure Yuan Shao’s massive army deeper into his own territory, where they could be encircled by local forces and gradually worn down through a sort of people’s war.

      Xun Yu responded immediately. In his reply, he spoke with heartfelt sincerity, urging Cao Cao to stand firm. He explained that Yuan Shao had concentrated his main forces at Guandu for a single purpose: to force a decisive final battle. At this moment, Cao Cao was holding his ground with a much smaller force against Yuan Shao’s overwhelming numbers. If Cao Cao were to retreat now, Yuan Shao would seize the opening without hesitation. This, Xun Yu emphasized, was a critical turning point that would determine the fate of the entire realm.

      He reminded Cao Cao of the legendary standoff between Liu Bang and Xiang Yu during the Chu-Han contention, when the two sides faced each other at Yingyang and Chenggao. Neither dared to yield, knowing that retreat would shatter their momentum. “You,” Xun Yu wrote, “are holding a vital stronghold, standing firm despite being outnumbered ten to one. Yuan Shao’s army has yet to advance a single step. This deadlock has lasted six months. The situation is now crystal clear—there’s no room for second thoughts. Change is coming, and when it does, that will be your moment to seize victory. Don’t let it slip away. Now is not the time for even a hint of retreat. If you pull back, morale will collapse. It’s like two men locked in a staring contest—whoever blinks first loses. And we can’t be the ones to blink.”

      Cao Cao read the letter and immediately recognized that Xun Yu’s advice was spot on. He decided to stay put and firmly hold his camp, locking horns with Yuan Shao in a tense standoff. Time flew by, and before long, winter had arrived. Yuan Shao then gathered a massive stockpile of grain from his base and assigned General Chunyu Qiong to escort it with over 10,000 troops. This grain was eventually stored safely at Wuchao.

      There’s an old saying: “An army marches on its stomach.” No ruler, no matter how mighty, would ever send hungry soldiers into battle. This principle has stood the test of time, from ancient days to the present. In war, amateurs often obsess over battlefield tactics, but seasoned commanders know that logistics are what truly matter. Without food, there’s no war to fight. When the supply chain breaks down, all plans collapse. That’s why the fate of armies hinges on grain and supplies.

      Ju Shou once again stepped forward with wise counsel for Yuan Shao. He recommended sending patrol units around the supply convoy to guard against a surprise attack by Cao Cao’s forces. But, as usual, Yuan Shao completely ignored him and did whatever suited his own whims.

      Then another advisor, Xu You, proposed a different plan. “Cao Cao’s forces aren’t large,” Xu You said. “He’s using all his troops to hold the line against us, which means the capital, Xuchang, is lightly defended. If we send a small, swift force to strike at night, we could seize the city in a single, decisive blow. Controlling Xuchang would put the emperor in our hands, granting us the authority to officially declare a campaign against Cao Cao. Even if he doesn’t fall immediately, he’ll be trapped—chasing us on one front while trying to defend on the other. He won’t be able to manage both.”

      But Yuan Shao dismissed this plan as too troublesome. He insisted on confronting Cao Cao head-on, confident he could crush him in a direct battle. Completely disregarding Xu You’s advice, Yuan Shao’s stubbornness prevailed. Disheartened, Xu You left the tent with his head hanging low.

      Right then, news arrived that Xu You’s family back in Ye had broken the law, and Shen Pei—the official left in charge—had them all arrested. When Xu You heard this, he was furious. He thought to himself, “I’ve been offering my best advice to Yuan Shao, and not only does he ignore me, but now his trusted man Shen Pei is going after my family? If I’m not welcome here, then I’m out. Why should I stay and swallow this insult?” Without hesitation, Xu You left Yuan Shao’s camp and defected straight to Cao Cao.

      When Cao Cao received word that Xu You was coming over, he was so excited that he didn’t even bother putting on shoes. Barefoot, he ran out to greet him. Just like in the Romance of the Three Kingdoms, he clapped his hands with a hearty laugh and said, “Zi Yuan! Now that you’ve come to me, my grand plan is practically complete!”

      Once they sat down, Xu You wasted no time getting to the point. Having been friends with Cao Cao before, he spoke frankly. “Yuan Shao has a massive army behind him,” he said. “How exactly do you plan to deal with that? And—be honest with me—how much grain do you really have left in your army?”

      Cao Cao replied, “Since you’re a smart man, I won’t keep anything from you. We have enough food to last a full year.”

      Xu You burst out laughing. “What, are you trying to fool ghosts now? Come on, be honest. Try again.”

      Cao Cao then admitted, “Alright, it’s enough to last six months.”

      Xu You frowned slightly and said, “Now you’re just messing around. Seriously? You want to defeat Yuan Shao, yet you won’t even tell me the truth? If that’s how it’s going to be, I’m done talking. I’m leaving right now.”

      Cao Cao forced a wry smile and said, “I was only joking earlier to ease the tension. Honestly, we only have enough grain to last about a month. Please, help me—what should I do?”

      Xu You quickly sized up the situation. “You’re trapped here with no reinforcements, and your supplies are almost gone. This is as dire as it gets. But here’s the key—Yuan Shao has over ten thousand supply wagons parked at Wuchao, and the defense there is quite weak. If you can send a swift, lightly equipped force to strike fast and catch them off guard, burning their grain and equipment, Yuan Shao’s entire army will collapse within three days.”

      Hearing this, Cao Cao was overjoyed. Without hesitation, he left Cao Hong and Xun You in charge of the main camp, then personally led a force of 5,000 infantry and cavalry to launch a surprise attack.

      The raid on Wuchao proved to be the decisive turning point that secured Cao Cao’s victory in the Battle of Guandu. Despite taking only 5,000 men, Cao Cao faced a garrison of 10,000 defenders stationed there. Moreover, Wuchao was situated behind Yuan Shao’s main camp, surrounded by enemy forces on all sides. So how did Yuan Shao respond to this sudden assault? And how did Cao Cao manage to overcome such daunting obstacles and emerge victorious?

      To keep their movements concealed, Cao Cao’s troops disguised themselves as reinforcements. Each soldier held a small wooden stick between his teeth—an ancient tactic known as “biting the bit”—to ensure silence. The horses had their bells removed, and their mouths wrapped with cloth to muffle any noise. Even their hooves were carefully wrapped in fabric to prevent the clinking of their iron shoes. Under the cover of night, they quietly slipped away along a narrow side path, each man carrying a bundle of kindling—they were clearly preparing to set something ablaze.

      If anyone along the way stopped them to ask what was going on, they all gave the same reply: “Lord Yuan is worried that Cao Cao might raid the supply line, so we’ve been sent to reinforce Wuchao.” Back then, with no fingerprint or retina scans to verify identities, anyone who heard this explanation believed it without question. No one suspected a thing.

      When Cao Cao’s army reached Wuchao, they wasted no time surrounding Yuan Shao’s supply depot and quickly set fires all around it. Chaos erupted instantly throughout the camp. As dawn broke, Yuan Shao’s general Chunyu Qiong noticed that Cao Cao’s forces weren’t very large, so he led his men out of the camp to form up for battle. But the Cao army launched a fierce assault, and Chunyu Qiong couldn’t hold his ground. He was forced to retreat back into the camp and urgently sent word to Yuan Shao asking for reinforcements.

      Upon hearing that Cao Cao was attacking Chunyu Qiong, Yuan Shao turned to his son Yuan Tan and said, “Even if Cao Cao defeats Chunyu Qiong, if I strike his main camp right now, he’ll have no base to return to. He’ll be stranded.”

      Yuan Shao ordered his generals Zhang He and Gao Lan to launch an attack on Cao Cao’s camp. Zhang He, however, voiced his concerns. He warned Yuan Shao, “Cao Cao personally leads his elite troops into battle. It’s very likely he’ll defeat Chunyu Qiong. If that happens and our supplies are destroyed, all will be lost. We must prioritize sending reinforcements to Wuchao first, then we can turn our attention back to Cao Cao.”

      But Guo Tu was adamant about striking Cao Cao’s base immediately. In the end, Yuan Shao dispatched only a small force to aid Chunyu Qiong, while sending the bulk of his army to assault Cao Cao’s camp. Yet, Cao Hong and Xun You had already fortified their defenses, and the Yuan army found no way to break through.

      When the reinforcements finally reached Wuchao, a scout reported, “Enemy cavalry approaches. We should split our forces to defend.” Cao Cao snapped back, “Tell me when they’re right on our backs.” Realizing they were trapped between enemy forces with no escape, Cao Cao’s troops fought with unrelenting ferocity. They overwhelmed Yuan Shao’s army, killed Chunyu Qiong, and set fire to all of Yuan’s grain and supplies.

      Cao’s men then mutilated over a thousand captured enemy soldiers by cutting off their noses. They also sliced off the lips and tongues of the livestock they had seized, displaying these gruesome trophies to terrify Yuan Shao’s army. The horrific sight struck deep fear into the hearts of Yuan’s soldiers, crushing their morale.

      Meanwhile, Guo Tu, whose counsel had clearly failed, felt both ashamed and fearful that Yuan Shao would hold him responsible. In a desperate bid to deflect blame, he approached Yuan Shao and falsely accused Zhang He: “Zhang He was overjoyed when he heard of our defeat. He didn’t even want to fight in the first place, and now that we’ve lost, he’s acting as if it’s the best thing in the world.”

      At that very moment, Zhang He was still fiercely battling against Cao Cao’s defenses. Upon hearing that Guo Tu had slandered him before their lord, he was filled with fury—and fear. In a storm of anger and frustration, he resolved to burn all the siege equipment and then rode straight to Cao Cao’s camp to surrender.

      With Yuan Shao’s entire stockpile of grain and supplies reduced to ashes and his attacking force surrendering to Cao Cao, panic surged through his army like a tidal wave. In mere moments, everything fell apart. Yuan Shao and his son Yuan Tan mounted swift horses and, accompanied by about 800 of their bravest men, fled across the Yellow River in utter chaos. Cao Cao’s forces gave chase with relentless vigor but couldn’t close the distance. However, they seized all of Yuan Shao’s supply wagons, important documents, and treasure.

      The remaining soldiers from Yuan’s army surrendered in waves, but Cao Cao ordered them all to be buried alive. As the old saying goes, “One general’s success is built on the bones of ten thousand.” This brutal truth was laid bare in this battle. It is said that over 70,000 prisoners met this grim fate. Lacking the manpower to guard such a vast number of captives, Cao Cao feared that any uprising within the camps would spell disaster. So instead, he made the ruthless decision to eliminate the threat entirely.

      Ju Shou had failed to escape across the river with Yuan Shao and was captured by Cao Cao’s forces. Defiant, he shouted, “I will never surrender! I was simply unlucky to be caught!” Cao Cao, who already knew him well, stepped forward to meet him personally. “You and I have been apart for so long,” he said, “and I regret we never met sooner. I never expected we’d meet like this—with you as my prisoner.”

      Ju Shou let out a deep sigh and said, "Yuan Benchu’s poor decisions were the cause of his own downfall. The plans and strategies I crafted meant nothing when placed in his hands. It’s hardly surprising that I ended up like this."

      Cao Cao tried to persuade him earnestly. "Yuan Shao never truly grasped real strategy; he constantly ignored your counsel. But the world remains in chaos, and there’s still much to be done. Why not join me? Together, we can rebuild the realm. You and I, side by side—imagine what we could achieve."

      But Ju Shou sighed once more and replied, "My uncle and younger brother remain under Yuan Shao’s control. If you truly respect me, then do me the greatest kindness and kill me now. That would be the only favor you could ever do for me."

      Cao Cao was deeply moved by Ju Shou's words. He sighed and said, “If only I had recruited you earlier, I would fear nothing in this world.” Moved by this, he decided to spare Ju Shou’s life and even treated him with unexpected generosity. However, Ju Shou, aware that his uncle and brother were still loyal to Yuan Shao, began secretly plotting his escape to rejoin them. When Cao Cao discovered his plan, he had no choice but to order Ju Shou’s execution.

      After the Battle of Guandu finally came to an end, all of Yuan Shao’s documents and records fell into Cao Cao’s hands. As Cao Cao sifted through the letters and correspondence between Yuan Shao and his allies, he uncovered that many officials—and even some of his own officers—had been secretly communicating with Yuan Shao during the war. These people were gripped by fear, thinking, “If Cao Cao decides to settle the score now, none of us would stand a chance.”

      Yet, Cao Cao surprised everyone. In front of the entire court, he publicly burned all the letters without reading them aloud and let the matter drop. He declared, “When Yuan Benchu was at the height of his power, even I struggled to stay safe—how could I blame others?”

      Yuan Shao, left with only about 800 battered soldiers, retreated back to Hebei. When the remnants of his army discovered their lord was still alive, they gradually began to regroup and reorganize. Over time, Yuan Shao managed to stabilize the region and gradually bring the counties of Ji Province back under his control.

      The Battle of Guandu remains one of the most renowned examples in Chinese history where a significantly smaller force triumphed over a much larger army. Yet, its significance extends far beyond merely a military victory—it profoundly reshaped the political landscape of the entire nation. So, what dramatic events would unfold next within the rapidly crumbling framework of the Eastern Han dynasty?
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