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In the spring of 275 B.C., at noon, in a courtyard house on the outskirts of Handan, the capital of Zhao, five middle-aged women sat on stone stools in the yard, their faces tense, eyes fixed on the closed door of the main room. Inside came the desperate, piercing cries of a woman in labor. Then, suddenly, the clear wail of a newborn cut through the air like a trumpet summoning life itself.

All five women sprang up from their stools at once and rushed to the door. A short, plump old woman appeared in the doorway, her face beaming. “It’s a girl! Mother and child are both safe,” she announced. “Hua Ke, bring the hot water quickly!” She was Bai Xiuxiu, the most respected midwife in the city.She lifted her head. A snow-white fish shimmered in the night sky, its black eyes slightly clouded. She thought her vision was deceiving her—for in Zhao, the totem was the black-eyed white fish, while in Qin, it was the white-eyed black fish.

The woman called Hua Ke was the mother of the woman who had just given birth. She had been so anxious that now, with the tension broken, her legs nearly gave way beneath her. A younger woman in her thirties quickly stepped forward and said, “Mother, please rest. I’ll go.” She hurried off. This was Jin, Hua Ke’s daughter-in-law, wife of the elder son, and sister-in-law to the new mother, Zhang Liu’er.

Before long, the steaming bowl of hot water was brought inside. After half a stick of incense’s time, the midwife finished tidying up and opened the door again.

Inside, Liu’er lay weakly on the bed, her pale face glistening with fine beads of sweat. Two neighbor women helped Hua Ke to her daughter’s side and helped her sit down. Hua Ke picked up a strip of white cloth and gently wiped her daughter’s forehead. One of the neighbors, holding the baby, smiled and said, “Look at this child—such a full and rounded forehead. She’s destined to marry a great official one day.”

The other woman chuckled. “Nonsense. See her brows—so strong and upright, her nose sharp and straight. Perhaps she’ll grow to be like Queen Xuan of Qin herself.”

“Don’t talk foolishly,” the first woman scolded. “We Zhao people have our pride. We won’t flatter Qin like the Chu do.”

“Enough, enough,” said the second neighbor. “Let the mother rest.” Turning to Hua Ke, she added, “Sister Ke, we’ll make some thin porridge for her.”

Hua Ke sighed weakly. “Dog’er’s mother, Feng’er’s mother, I’ll trouble you these next few days. I’m not as strong as I used to be. Oh, this poor child of mine...”

The tall woman known as Dog’er’s mother waved a hand and said loudly, “No need for thanks! We’re neighbors, aren’t we? Feng’er’s mother and I will take turns looking after you. Don’t you worry.”

As she spoke, Jin returned, carrying a porcelain basin. She dipped a ladle and poured a bowl of millet porridge, then brought it to Hua Ke. Hua Ke blew on it to cool it, tested it with her lips, and passed the bowl to her daughter. Jin helped Liu’er sit up, and Liu’er drank without using the chopsticks, finishing bowl after bowl until she had drunk five. Only then did she whisper, “Enough.”

Jin took the basin outside and quietly closed the door behind her.

Hua Ke sighed again. “My poor child,” she murmured. “Who is that man? You bore his child, but how will you live from now on? My health is failing... what if something happens to me? Oh, what will you do?”

Liu’er kept her eyes tightly shut, saying nothing. Tears slid down her temples and soaked into her hair. Her mind drifted back to a spring afternoon a year before.

She had been washing clothes by the stream behind the house when a tall young man appeared, dressed in a white robe, leading a chestnut-red horse. His face was handsome, his eyes bright with quiet determination.

“Excuse me, miss,” he said politely. “Could you tell me the way to the Bai Family Pagoda?”

Liu’er thought for a moment. “It’s not far,” she said, “but you have to pass through two villages. There’s no main road. I can take you there.”

“Thank you, miss,” the man said, bowing slightly.

“It’s no trouble,” Liu’er replied with a smile. “It’s noon anyway; everyone at home is napping.” She glanced at the basin of clothes by her feet. “I’ll finish washing when I come back.”

She led him westward through the fields, the man walking beside her, leading his horse. The scent of grass filled the air, and the sound of bees hummed faintly around them. The stranger seemed lost in thought, saying little, his gaze far away.

Liu’er decided to tease him a little to break the silence. “May I ask your name, sir?”

The man smiled faintly. “I am Zhao Yi,” he said, and after a pause added, almost to himself, “Zhao Sun.”

The dew-soaked grass brushed against Liu’er’s legs, dampening the hem of her trousers. A breeze swept down from the hills, and she sneezed. The man turned toward her at once. “Miss, please—ride my horse. You’ll travel faster and save your strength.”

Liu’er hesitated, embarrassed. But Zhao Sun insisted, offering his hand to help her up. Once she was seated on the horse, the animal broke into a steady trot, carrying them swiftly across the green plain toward the distant mountains.

Liu’er looked at the young man curiously. “Sir, you must be from the city, aren’t you? Your surname is Zhao—then you must be of noble birth.”

Zhao Sun smiled. “I am only a relative of a noble family.”

“Oh,” Liu’er said. “Anyone could tell from your clothes and your speech that you weren’t raised like the rest of us common folk. It must be wonderful to be born into a great household—food, drink, and servants at your side.”

Zhao Sun chuckled. “You are not a fish. How can you know the joy of a fish?”

Liu’er tilted her head. “I know what you mean. You’re saying, ‘A rabbit isn’t a tiger. How could it know that the tiger also has troubles? A rabbit eats grass every day, and a tiger eats meat, but it’s much easier to find a bit of grass than to catch a rabbit. And even if a tiger catches one rabbit, that’s not enough. It needs several before it’s full.’”

Zhao Sun laughed. “You are clever indeed.”

As they walked, Zhao Sun suddenly cried out. A small yellow snake with flower-like markings darted from the grass and bit him before vanishing into the weeds.

Liu’er leapt from the horse. Zhao Sun had already sunk to the ground in pain, clutching his leg. Rolling up his trouser, he revealed two bloody punctures. Without hesitation, Liu’er knelt, held his leg still, and pressed her lips to the wound, drawing out the venom with all her strength.

When she looked up again, Zhao Sun was gazing at her with deep, startled tenderness. Liu’er flushed scarlet. “What are you staring at? I just saved your life, and you’re laughing at me?”

Zhao Sun reached out, caught a butterfly fluttering above her head, and said softly, “I was looking at the butterfly. Who said I was laughing at you?” Then, realizing his words might sound too forward, he quickly added, “Thank you, truly, for saving me. May I ask your name, kind lady?”

Without waiting for an answer, he lifted her easily into his arms and set her back on the horse. Liu’er scowled in mock annoyance. She felt like a kitten or puppy being picked up at his whim, powerless to resist—yet strangely, there was a sweetness blooming somewhere deep in her chest.

“My name is Liu’er,” she said at last.

Zhao Sun smiled. “Such a tender name, full of feeling.”

Liu’er blinked, startled. “Who’s tender? What do you mean by that?”

“I only meant,” Zhao Sun stammered, “that it’s a name with feeling—though perhaps a bit... small.”

“Are you praising me or mocking me?” Liu’er shot back with playful irritation.

“Neither,” Zhao Sun said. “But if you weren’t Liu’er, perhaps you could be Zhao Yuzhang.”

“Hey, hey, hey!” Liu’er protested, half laughing. “When did I ever say I wanted your surname Zhao?”

Zhao Sun couldn’t help but laugh. “Ah, I forgot. What is your family name, then?”

“My surname is Zhang,” Liu’er said, still pouting.

“Zhang Yuzhang!” Zhao Sun burst out laughing.

Liu’er threw back her head and laughed until tears came. “That sounds ridiculous! Like someone saying ‘open your mouth wide!’ Do you even know how to name people properly?”

Her laughter rang through the fields, bright and unrestrained. Seeing her so carefree, Zhao Sun’s own heart felt lighter than it had in days.

Just then, the horse stumbled and nearly fell. Zhao Sun reacted in an instant, pulling Liu’er from the saddle before she could hit the ground. She found herself cradled in his arms, a rush of warmth spreading through her entire body.

Since her birth, Liu’er had never known her father. No man had ever held her before. She had often watched, with a pang of envy, the village children running to their fathers’ embrace.

Now, looking up at Zhao Sun, she felt her heart flutter. Zhao Sun turned briefly to see the horse clamber out of a shallow pit, then looked down again—only to meet her dazed, wondering eyes.

Something unspoken passed between them. Slowly, Zhao Sun bent down and pressed his lips to hers.

The afternoon sun wrapped them in its gentle heat, and with Liu’er still in his arms, Zhao Sun carried her into the grove beyond the field, where the light shimmered like gold through the trees.
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The cry of the baby beside her pulled Liu’er’s thoughts back from afar. Her mother had fallen asleep, slumped against the bedside, when she suddenly stirred awake and said, “The child is hungry, hurry and feed the baby.”

Liu’er guided her breast toward the infant, who latched on greedily. Milk began to flow in gentle streams. Hua Ke smiled. “This child has a strong will to live,” she said softly. “Born knowing how to suckle, tireless from the start. Most babies struggle at first. Don’t think feeding is easy, my girl. From the moment a person enters this world, life is a series of hardships. Living is just solving one problem after another. And when nothing feels hard anymore—when even the hard things no longer seem hard—then it’s time to leave.”

Listening to her mother’s winding words, Liu’er whispered, “Mother, please rest now.” Hua Ke stood and quietly left.

After feeding, the baby soon fell asleep again. Dog’er’s mother pushed the door open, carrying a bowl of thin rice porridge. She handed it to Liu’er and said, “Drink this first, you’ll have more milk for the baby. I’ll bring you some noodles next.”

A short while later, she returned with a steaming bowl. Liu’er was starving; she ate it all in one breath. Sunlight poured through the paper window, falling across her pale face. Slowly, she sank once more into memory.

She remembered the man in white who had taken her to an ancient tomb halfway up the mountain. “This tomb,” he told her, “was built in the time of my ancestors. My forefather was murdered by enemies before he could be buried. The tomb was left unused, and now I keep my books here.”

Beside the tomb stood a row of tile-roofed houses. An old, stooped man guarded the place. When he saw Zhao Sun, he bent low in salute and called him “General.”

They entered the main hall, where ancestral tablets stood upon a carved table. The two uppermost tablets bore the inscriptions: “The Spirit of Zhao Dun” and “The Spirit of Cheng Ying.” Zhao Sun led Liu’er to bow before them, then brought her to a side room for a simple meal of tea and rice.

Taking Liu’er’s hand, Zhao Sun said gently, “I am Zhao She, general of the State of Zhao. Zhao Dun was my forefather—a man upright and unbending, who often offended the court for the sake of justice. When he died, before his burial, his enemies raided the family estate and slaughtered his son Zhao Zhao. They buried over three hundred members of the Zhao clan alive, sparing not even the children.

“Zhao Zhao’s wife, sister of the late king, escaped to the palace and gave birth there to a posthumous son, Zhao Wu. With the help of the physician Cheng Ying and their friend Gongsun Chujiu, the child was smuggled out of Handan. Pursued by enemies, Cheng Ying sacrificed his own son to save Zhao Wu.

“For twenty years, he endured disgrace and silence, raising Zhao Wu in hiding in the mountains. When Zhao Wu grew up, he avenged the massacre, killing those who had destroyed his family. Cheng Ying, misunderstood by the world as the one who had betrayed Zhao Wu, bore the shame in silence. When vengeance was fulfilled, he took his own life.

“Grief-stricken, Zhao Wu decreed that our family must honor Cheng Ying for all generations. The men of the Zhao clan must marry women of the Cheng family. Only if a Cheng woman cannot bear children may a concubine be taken. And if ever the Cheng line produces no sons, a Zhao must be adopted into it.”

By this point, Zhao She’s eyes were wet with tears. “But my wife, Cheng Pu, is proud and headstrong,” he continued. “She forbids me to take another wife, and since she has already given me two sons, I have no excuse. Though we live with courtesy, there is no love between us. And then I met you—pure as a mountain stream, bright and kind—and I could not help but lose my heart. Yet because of my fierce wife, I ask that you stay at your mother’s home for now. In time, I will find a way.”

Liu’er, moved by his story, wept until her sleeves were wet. “General, do not say such things,” she said. “The Cheng family’s kindness to yours can never be repaid. Though I am but a village girl, I understand that a drop of kindness must be returned with a spring. You must treat Madam Cheng well. I was born to hardship, lost my father young, and grew up under my mother’s care with my brother’s family. I fear no labor nor pain. I only admire the General and wonder if I shall ever see you again.”

Zhao She’s sorrow softened into joy. “Of course you will,” he said, unfastening a jade pendant from his belt. “This is a Zhao heirloom, a gift once bestowed by the former king. I give it to you now—keep it safe.”

He turned to the old caretaker. “No one must speak of tonight. This is Ji Nu, my loyal servant. If anything urgent arises, come to him.” After dismissing the old man, he told Liu’er, “If I come again, I will mark the tree by the river where we first met with a cross. When you see it, come to me.”

Liu’er smiled through her tears. “I will remember.”

Here is your passage translated into natural, literary English prose—faithful to the tone and atmosphere of a historical novel, with no italics or special formatting:

But after that night, Zhao She never appeared again.

A year passed, and Liu’er found herself with child. Helpless and anxious, she sought out Ji Nu. The old servant handed her a sealed letter.

“Liu’er,” it read, “By order of the King, I am to travel to Yunzhong to inspect the frontier. There have been disturbances among the tribes of Loufan and Linhu, and I must attend to them. I fear I cannot return soon. Take good care of yourself and the child. When the campaign is over, I will hasten back to you. Zhao She, in his own hand.”

When Liu’er finished reading, Ji Nu took the letter back without a word and tossed it into the flames. “The General commanded that no trace be left,” he said quietly. Then he handed her a cloth bag. Inside was a pouch of silver coins. “This,” he added, “the General asked me to deliver to the young lady.”

As the months passed and her belly began to swell, her mother and brother’s family started to question her. Who was the father? But Liu’er never spoke a word.

Once, when her brother’s child fell ill and there was no money for medicine, she quietly gave her sister-in-law a handful of coins. The woman, guessing that Liu’er might have found favor with some nobleman, stopped pressing her with questions after that.

Liu’er sat in her room one afternoon, lost in thought, when her mother entered carrying a bowl of chicken soup. She helped Liu’er sit up and held the bowl to her lips.

“Have you chosen a name for the baby?” her mother asked gently.

Liu’er turned her gaze toward the window. Two swallows swooped beneath the eaves, each carrying a beakful of worms, feeding their hungry chicks in the nest. Children with parents were truly blessed.

“I’ll call her Yan’er,” Liu’er murmured softly. “Zhang Yan’er.”

She dared not use the Zhao name—too dangerous, too noble. The Zhao clan were all kin to the royal house. If she spoke the truth, someone might dig too deep, and all would be lost.
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Three years passed in the blink of an eye. It was now 272 BC. That spring, Liu’er’s mother fell ill and passed away. One noon, while Liu’er was gathering wild vegetables behind the house, she lifted her head and saw, on the trunk beside the stone used for washing clothes, a fresh white cross marked with lime. Her heart leapt. Trembling with excitement, she rushed back inside, shook her sleeping daughter awake, and ran out the door, crying, “Yan’er, your father has come back!”

By the time she reached the old house beside the tomb, Zhao She was already standing in the courtyard. When he saw Liu’er and the child running toward him, he strode forward and swept Yan’er into his arms. The little girl, unafraid of this stranger, giggled as he kissed her cheeks, pushing at his face with her tiny hands. “Father, your beard is prickly!” Zhao She laughed heartily, and together the three entered the house. Ji Nu, the old servant, had already prepared a meal. Yan’er devoured her food with the hunger of a child too long deprived, stuffing another piece of meat into her mouth. Watching her, Zhao She’s eyes filled with sorrow. “Yan’er, do you often go hungry?” he asked softly. The child nodded, her small voice piping, “We eat wild greens and corn porridge every day.” Zhao She turned to Liu’er, guilt tightening his throat. “Liu’er, I’ve failed you and the child.” But she smiled gently and said, “Please don’t say that. These are chaotic times—every family lives like this.”

After the meal, Zhao She began teaching little Yan’er to read and write. “Zhao,” he said, tracing the character on the wooden board, “Zhao, the state of Zhao. We are people of Zhao, and our capital is Handan.” Liu’er sat on the edge of the brick bed, watching father and daughter bent over the lessons, her heart swelling with quiet joy. Zhao She looked older now—more careworn, his face lined from years of campaign and duty—but when he smiled at their daughter, his eyes softened.

From then on, whenever he had a free day, Zhao She would return to teach Yan’er. The child was bright and eager, her memory sharp; within half a year she could recognize nearly all the characters he taught. One day, Zhao She took her into the underground library. Yan’er’s eyes widened in awe at the endless shelves of bamboo scrolls and bound books, written in the scripts of many lands. For now, she could only read those written in Zhao’s script, but soon her father began teaching her the languages of the six other states.

One afternoon, Zhao She handed her a bamboo scroll. “Yan’er, read this poem aloud. It is ‘Zai Chi’—‘The Galloping Chariot’—by Lady Xu Mu of the State of Wei.” As the girl read, Zhao She explained, “This was written when the Princess of Wei’s homeland was invaded and her ruler slain. She married into the neighboring State of Xu, but longed to return to mourn her fallen country. The poem speaks of her sorrow and her determination to return despite her husband’s refusal.”

When Yan’er finished, she looked up with earnest eyes. “Father, did she find help for her country?” Zhao She smiled. “Yes, she did. Anyone who truly loves their homeland will always move the hearts of others.” The child’s eyes shone. “When I grow up, I’ll protect Zhao too—just like Lady Xu Mu.” Zhao She laughed proudly. “And why not? Who says a woman cannot be as great as a man? Lady Xu Mu made cowardly men ashamed—one woman’s courage can save an entire nation.”

Those words etched themselves deeply into Yan’er’s young mind. From that day on, she sought out every book she could find about Lady Xu Mu—about the princess who had once been destined for a powerful marriage in Qi, but was sold to the weaker Xu kingdom for gold. Lady Xu Mu’s courage, her unyielding love for her homeland, and her refusal to bow to fate became the first flame of inspiration in the heart of the girl who would one day be known as Zhao Ji.
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In the year 270 BC, when Yan’er turned five, the State of Qin launched an attack on Queyu, a strategic fortress guarding the borders of Zhao.

King Zhao urgently summoned his ministers to the court. The hall buzzed with worried voices until Minister Guo Min spoke up:

“Your Majesty, the Qin army is strong—its generals seasoned, its weapons superior. They have just defeated Wei. Wei and Zhao have long been neighbors, and Wei served as a buffer between us and Qin. Now that Wei’s forces are crippled, our shield is gone. The Qin have come from afar not for sport but for conquest. Our State of Zhao is in peril.”

The king turned to the old general, Lian Po. “General Lian, can Queyu still be saved?”

Sweat glistened on the general’s brow. He was Zhao’s veteran commander, and by duty it was his to go to war. Yet he knew this would be no easy fight. “Your Majesty,” he said solemnly, “the road to Queyu is long and treacherous. The fortress lies deep in a gorge. A large army marching in will be like a snake entering a narrow burrow—it can be cut into pieces, devoured section by section.”

Another minister, still resentful of the late King Wuling’s reform of “wearing Hu dress and riding horses,” added, “Our soldiers are trained for cavalry raids across open plains, not for close combat in narrow ravines. A battle in Queyu’s terrain will surely be disastrous.”

Minister Le Cheng spoke next: “Qin’s weapons are harder and sharper than ours—they hold the advantage in close combat.”

A cowardly official muttered, “And the Qin soldiers—tall as towers, strong enough to lift cauldrons...”

King Zhao’s patience snapped. “Enough! Queyu is the gateway to our capital, Handan. If it falls, Zhao will be lost.” He turned sharply to Zhao She. “General Zhao, have you a plan?”

Zhao She stepped forward. “Your Majesty, though Queyu lies in a narrow gorge, it is not beyond saving. In such terrain, numbers and fine weapons count for little. It will be a battle of flesh and blood. Victory depends not on size or strength, but on who dares to die first.”

A minister rose in support. “The general speaks wisely. Since the feudal lords first divided under King Zhou, each state has sought peace for itself. Only Qin’s king harbors boundless ambition. He has bathed the lands in blood—having just annihilated Wei, slaughtering tens of thousands of their soldiers, and now turns upon us. Only if our soldiers fight to the death can Zhao avoid Wei’s fate.”

King Zhao rose and proclaimed, “Zhao She, hear my command! You are to lead one hundred and thirty thousand men to relieve Queyu immediately!”

Zhao She bowed and departed.

When the Zhao army marched thirty li west of Handan, Zhao She halted and ordered the camp walls reinforced. He posted a decree: “Any man who advises immediate attack—will be executed!”

Among the Qin ranks was an adviser named Li Li, who as a youth had studied under the same master, Xunzi, alongside Zhao She. Li volunteered to spy on the Zhao camp. Zhao She, aware of his intent, welcomed him warmly and feasted him with wine. Pretending to drink heavily, Li Li watched as a brave Zhao officer came forward to plead for an early attack. Before all, Zhao She ordered the man beheaded and his head hung before the camp gate.

The next morning, Li Li hurried back to the Qin camp and reported everything. The Qin general laughed in delight. “So Zhao She dares not move! He camps only because his king forces him.” Believing the battle won, the Qin soldiers relaxed—resting, cooking, and drinking for three days.

But no sooner had Li Li left than Zhao She struck. He ordered his men to march through the night. In two and a half days, they reached fifty li outside Queyu. The Qin scouts, caught off guard, scrambled to form ranks. Zhao She seized the northern high ground, trapping the Qin army below. He sent a small decoy force to lure them deep into the gorge—then unleashed his main host from above. Arrows, stones, and fire rained down from the cliffs. The Qin were crushed in chaos and slaughtered by the thousands. It was a resounding victory.

When Zhao She returned in triumph, King Zhao rejoiced. A grand banquet was held in his honor, and the general was showered with gold and silks—rewards he distributed entirely among his soldiers.

That afternoon in the market, Liu’er was buying salt when word spread like wildfire: General Zhao She had defeated the Qin army! Her heart leapt with joy. Grabbing Yan’er, she ran all the way to the old library in the hills. Behind the house, on the tree by the stream, the lime-white X mark gleamed once more.

Yan’er clung to her father’s arm, begging for tales of battle. But Zhao She’s face grew solemn. “War isn’t something to tell with pride,” he said. “Every battle leaves thousands dead. Each soldier has parents, a wife, children. And all are turned to ash in the end.”

“Then why fight at all?” Yan’er asked.

Zhao She sighed. “Because Qin is powerful—and the strong often bully the weak. Our Zhao is weaker, and so we must fight to survive.”

Yan’er thought hard. “I see. If we don’t let them bully us, and they try, we fight back. That’s what war means.”

Zhao She smiled and tousled her hair. “Clever girl.”

“Then how did you defeat the bad Qin men, Father?”

Laughing, Zhao She knelt in the courtyard and used pebbles and dirt to build a tiny battlefield. Liu’er stood in the doorway, smiling at the sight of father and daughter playing their mock war.

From that day on, Yan’er became fascinated by strategy and warfare. She devoured The Art of War and The Book of Master Sun Bin, asking her father about every difficult passage. Zhao She even began teaching her swordsmanship, carving two wooden blades with his own hands.

Day after day, he trained her patiently. Yan’er practiced with fierce focus, mastering every set of movements. Finally, Zhao She passed down to her the secret sword forms of the Zhao family—a legacy born of loyalty, courage, and the quiet fire of a soldier’s blood.
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After Zhao She’s victory over the Qin army, Qin suffered a heavy blow and dared not cross Zhao’s borders again. Two years passed.

In the early spring of 268 B.C., a faint chill still lingered in the air. At dawn, Zhao She and his daughter Yan’er practiced swordsmanship in the courtyard as usual. When the time grew late, Liu’er came out to call them in for breakfast. Zhao She took the sweat towel she handed him and wiped his forehead, but he didn’t move to go inside.

Just as Liu’er was turning to leave, he called after her. “Today, I must travel far,” he said, his tone steady but solemn. “The Qin have been quiet for two years, yet I hear they are once again sharpening their blades. War between Qin and Zhao is only a matter of time. I plan to journey through the Six States to visit old allies — to unite our minds so that, when danger comes, we will stand together. This trip may take months, perhaps years. You and Yan’er must take care of yourselves until I return.”

Liu’er and Yan’er had long grown used to his life of campaigns and travels. But neither knew this farewell would be their last. Zhao She left home soon after, setting out to traverse the Six States.

By the summer of 264 B.C., he had been gone for four years. Traveling through the neighboring State of Qi, Zhao She planned to visit his old friend Tian Dan before returning home. Tian Dan, having heard of Zhao She’s famed journey, prepared a feast to welcome him.

During the banquet, Tian Dan said, “Among the lords of the realm, all praise your skill in war, calling you divine. Yet I am not convinced. True command lies in winning with few against many. The ancient kings fought and triumphed with armies of thirty thousand. But you, General Zhao, lead hundreds of thousands — what art is there in victory bought with numbers?”

Zhao She replied calmly, “The ancient kings ruled small lands with few people. But today’s states are vast, their cities and armies many times greater. Thirty thousand soldiers could not even surround a single wall, let alone fight a field battle. Did not your own Qi send two hundred thousand men to take the small city of Jing — and spend five years to do so? We of Zhao also fought five years to conquer tiny Zhongshan with the same number. How could we succeed with less? War’s aim is victory with minimal loss, not hollow glory. Those who seek fame through reckless odds only lead their men to ruin.”

Tian Dan was astonished. “General Zhao, you are truly a master of war.”

Not long after this conversation, while returning to Zhao, Zhao She fell ill with a fever epidemic and died on the road. The news struck Zhao like thunder. King Zhao mourned deeply, and the whole state wept. To honor his service, Zhao She was buried with great ceremony in the western hills outside Handan, and posthumously titled Marquis Ma Fu.

Meanwhile, back home, Liu’er’s health had begun to fail soon after Zhao She’s departure. She coughed often, blood spotting her lips. One afternoon, feverish and weak, she drank a ladle of cool water but felt her legs turn to cotton. Calling little Yan’er to her side, she took the jade pendant Zhao She had given her and pressed it into the child’s palm.

“Keep this safe,” she whispered. “But never tell anyone you are the daughter of Zhao She.”

Then she summoned her elder brother Zhang Hang’er and his wife, entrusting them with her savings and asking them to raise Yan’er as their own. With that, she closed her eyes and breathed her last.

The Zhangs buried her hastily. As months passed, greed crept into their hearts. They beat and scolded Yan’er daily, planning to seize the money meant for her upbringing. One night, Zhang’s wife even conspired to sell the girl to a brothel. Yan’er, eavesdropping beneath the window, heard everything. Terrified, she fled into the darkness.

She was only seven.

Running without rest, she finally reached the capital, Handan. Hungry and exhausted, she stood outside a bun shop, staring at the steaming bamboo baskets. The shopkeeper, seeing a ragged, dirt-streaked child blocking his doorway, could not tell if she was boy or girl. Out of pity — or impatience — he tossed her a bun. Yan’er devoured it in one bite, still faint with hunger, wondering where she might find her next meal.

Suddenly, a shadow fell over her — and a rough sack dropped from above, covering her head. She was dragged away, struggling, until the sack was torn off. Blinking, she found herself in a ruined temple filled with filthy, wild-haired children, their clothes in tatters.

The youngest, not even four years old, held a chicken feather like a toy. The oldest, perhaps nine, stepped forward and said gruffly, “Saw you getting that bun from Li’s shop. You’ve got skill. We brought you here so you can help us — get buns for all of us next time.”

The others clapped and drooled as if the buns were already in their hands.

Yan’er looked around — frightened, but realizing she had nowhere else to go. Staying with them, at least, meant she wouldn’t be alone.

From then on, at every midday, the little gang of beggars scattered across the city — near inns, taverns, and busy streets — begging for food. The smallest boy trailed Yan’er everywhere, eyes wide and timid, afraid she might abandon him.

“What’s your name?” Yan’er asked one day.

“My name’s Shorty,” he said with a shy smile.

Yan’er felt a pang of pity. Having him beside her made her feel less afraid.

“Alright, Shorty,” she said gently. “From now on, you’ll come with me.”

The boy’s face lit up, his small white teeth flashing in a grin.
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Yan’er begged by day and slept in the ruined temple at night. A year passed in the blink of an eye. That winter was bitterly cold. One day, Yan’er took Shorty to the noodle shop in Handan. She lifted the curtain and stepped inside, only to be spotted by the shopkeeper’s wife.

“Those two little beggars again,” the woman muttered. “Every time they come, it’s for two bowls of free noodle soup.” Then, raising her voice, she barked, “Kids! The soup isn’t free anymore. One coin per bowl — two bowls, two coins.”

Yan’er’s stomach was gnawing with hunger. She knew the woman was picking on her for coming every day just to drink leftover broth. “It’s only soup,” she thought. “Just the water the noodles were boiled in. Not even real noodles.” But the thought of noodles only made her hungrier.

Her eyes fell on the price list on the wall. Noodle soup, one coin. Soup noodles, also one coin. Suddenly, inspiration struck her.

“Boss lady,” she called out, “give me two bowls of soup noodles — but don’t put in any seasoning.”

The woman’s face brightened instantly. “Ah, the little beggar must have made some money today,” she thought, hurrying to reply, “Coming right up!” A few minutes later, she brought out two steaming bowls of noodles.

Yan’er leaned toward Shorty and whispered, “Remember, eat the noodles — don’t drink the soup.” Shorty nodded seriously. The two of them devoured the noodles with desperate speed, leaving not a single strand behind. When the shopkeeper’s wife turned away to serve another customer, Yan’er spoke up, “Boss lady, we don’t want the soup anymore. You can take it back.”

She turned to leave, but the woman’s sharp voice cut through the air. “Stop right there! You haven’t paid!”

Yan’er answered calmly, “We already did — one coin per bowl of soup.”

The woman’s face darkened. “You ordered soup noodles!”

Yan’er stood her ground. “How much is soup noodles?”

“One coin a bowl,” the woman snapped.

“Then,” Yan’er said clearly, “soup noodles are one coin per bowl. Soup is one coin per bowl. I ordered two bowls of soup noodles, but we only drank the soup. That’s two coins for two bowls of soup, isn’t it?”

The woman froze for a moment, her mouth hanging open. Then she lunged forward and grabbed Yan’er by the arm. “You sly little beggar!”

Before she could drag the girl away, a calm but commanding male voice spoke from a nearby table. “I’ll pay their two coins,” the man said. “Children, come here.”

The shopkeeper’s wife turned, her anger melting instantly. The speaker was dressed in fine silk — it was Master Lü, the wealthiest man in Handan, Lü Buwei himself. Her tone changed at once. “Oh, Master Lü! I wouldn’t dare cheat children, truly. It’s just, they come every day, and times are hard — small business, you know, with the war and all...”

Lü Buwei ignored her excuses. Pointing to the dishes on his table, he said, “Pack the leftovers and bring two bowls of dry noodles for these children to take with them.”

Yan’er looked timidly at the elegant man. Was this a living bodhisattva? She silently vowed to kneel twice before the Buddha statue tonight in thanks.

Lü Buwei’s servant quickly handed over the coins and followed his master out. The shopkeeper’s wife chuckled as she carried the noodles over. “Well, you two beggar brats got lucky today! First time Master Lü’s ever come to this little shop, and you just happened to be here. Wait, I’ll fetch your noodles.”

Yan’er and Shorty took the food and hurried back to the ruined temple, smiling all the way. That night, everyone there was starving. When they saw the food Yan’er brought, their eyes gleamed green with hunger.

The eldest boy, their self-proclaimed leader, said, “There are eight of us. Two bowls of noodles won’t be enough. Let’s boil some water and mix everything together. That way, everyone gets a share and no one goes hungry.”

He started giving orders. Some fetched firewood, others carried water. Soon, a thin broth of noodles filled the pot. The children lined up with their cracked bowls, each receiving a small share before retreating to corners of the temple to eat.

Yan’er and Shorty had already eaten, so they added more wood to the fire and sat close to it for warmth.

The leader turned to them and asked, “So, which rich man did you bump into today? You got quite a haul.”

Shorty replied quickly, “It was Master Lü from the city.”

The leader raised his brows. “Lü Buwei? I’ve begged for years and never seen him. Folks say he’s richer than anyone else in Handan.”

Days turned to weeks, and weeks into months. Before long, summer arrived.

One afternoon, Yan’er and Shorty were walking down a bustling street when a thin woman passed by with her young son. “Tonight, I’ll make dumplings for you,” the woman said lovingly. “The meat’s lean, mixed with cabbage, radish, and green onions...” Yan’er watched them wistfully as they passed. Then her eyes lifted to a nearby shop sign — “Lü’s Butchery” — its golden characters gleaming in the sun.

She fingered the few coins she’d earned from begging the day before and stepped inside. “How much for a pound of meat?” she asked.

At that moment, Lü Buwei happened to be returning home on horseback. He stopped near the doorway, curious to see two ragged children buying meat in his shop. “Beggars buying meat?” he thought, amused. He tied his horse to a post and lingered to watch.

“This piece,” Yan’er said, pointing. The butcher raised his cleaver, hesitated, and asked again, “It’s ten coins a pound. You’re sure you can pay?”

“Of course,” Yan’er said. “But separate the fat from the lean. Fat for seven coins, lean for three. Together that makes ten.”

The butcher nodded, chuckling. He trimmed the meat and weighed it — four coins’ worth in all. Yan’er handed him four coins and quickly grabbed the wrapped meat. Something felt off to the butcher, but before he could figure out why, the children were already leaving.

As they turned to go, Yan’er ran straight into a man’s silk robe. Looking up, she froze — it was Lü Buwei.

“Don’t be afraid, child,” he said kindly. “Do you remember me?”

Shorty hid behind Yan’er. Lü Buwei smiled. “You tricked the butcher, but you didn’t fool me. Ten coins a pound, and you bought it for four — that’s talent. You have a head for trade. Come to my household, both of you. You’ll have food and shelter there.”

The butcher, realizing something was amiss, ran out in alarm. “Master Lü, these two cheated me! I couldn’t figure out how!”

Lü Buwei laughed. “A pound of meat costs ten coins. She asked to separate fat and lean. If it’s all fat, that’s seven coins a pound. If it’s all lean, three. If it’s mixed, the price lies between three and seven. So by buying separately, she paid only for what she wanted — and saved more than half.”

The butcher slapped his forehead. “Fool that I am, I fell for a beggar girl’s trick.”

Lü Buwei smiled again. “It’s no fault of yours. These two children are under my care now. Go on, back to work.”

The butcher bowed and returned to his stall, still puzzled. Master Lü, known for his shrewdness, had just taken in two beggar children. No one could understand why.
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Yaner and the little dwarf followed Lü Buwei through the vermilion gates of the mansion. Her heart fluttered with unease—she did not know what awaited her inside. But she could not afford to care anymore. As long as there was food to eat, anywhere would do.

Lü Buwei called for his steward. “Chen Fu, take these two children to bathe and change into clean clothes. They will stay in the household to help.”

Chen Fu obeyed but muttered to himself, “The master is usually shrewd. What has come over him today, bringing home two beggar children? What work could they possibly do?” He turned to ask, “How old are you two?”

Before Yaner could answer, the dwarf piped up, “Yaner is eight, I’m five. We live in the broken temple at the end of Back Street.”

Chen Fu led them to the rear garden, where a row of servants’ quarters stood. Raising his voice, he shouted, “Wu Ma!”

An old woman hurried out, smiling broadly. “Chief Steward! What orders do you have for Wu Ma?”

“These two children were brought back by the master. They’ll help you from now on,” Chen Fu said, then leaned close and whispered something into her ear. Wu Ma blushed scarlet. Chen Fu pinched her plump hip, and she cursed, “You wicked man—always fooling around!” After glancing about to make sure no one saw, she sighed and led Yaner and the dwarf inside.

Inside the laundry room, ten washerwomen were busy washing, ironing, and folding clothes. A girl of about thirteen was leaning against a table, cracking melon seeds and eyeing the newcomers. “Mother, where did these two brats come from?”

“The master picked them up off the street,” Wu Ma replied. Then she called out, “Chunxue!”

A sturdy young woman came running. “Take them under your wing and teach them the rules. They’ll wash only the servants’ clothes.”

Chunxue glanced at the little dwarf. “Even this tiny one is to wash clothes?”

“Let him run errands and carry water,” Wu Ma said impatiently. Chunxue nodded.

The girl cracking seeds was Wu Ma’s daughter, Shumei—her only child, spoiled beyond measure. Though she was nominally a laundress, her mother shielded her from work; she drew wages but rarely lifted a finger.

Chunxue led Yaner to the well in the courtyard and pointed at the pulley. “Draw a bucket of water.”

Yaner tried, but she was too small and weak to lift a full bucket. Chunxue sighed. “Then half a bucket will do.” She poured out some of the water and helped her manage it. Yaner strained with all her might to carry the bucket back into the laundry room. Chunxue pointed to a wooden tub on the floor, and Yaner poured the water in.

In front of them were bamboo baskets labeled “Kitchen,” “Garden,” “Guest Hall,” “Front Chamber,” “Inner Rooms,” and “Servants.” Shumei shoved the “Kitchen” basket toward Yaner. “Start with this one.”

Chunxue shot Shumei a look—the kitchen laundry was the hardest, thick with grease—but Shumei ignored her and sneered, “What, you thought food fell from the sky?”

The greasy clothes took all day to wash. That night, Yaner lay on the kang, her body aching so badly she could hardly move. Beside her, the little dwarf quietly massaged her arms and back. She bit her lip to stifle a cry; her limbs and waist felt as though they were breaking.

One day, Wu Ma gathered the workers. “Some people think that because the master himself brought them here, they can do less work. Let me remind you—the Lü household runs by strict rules. If you don’t work, you don’t eat. Yaner, I mean you. Others wash twenty garments a day; you wash only five. This isn’t the street—you can’t loaf here.”

Everyone snickered. Yaner bit her lip, eyes glistening with tears. Wu Ma continued, “Today you’ll wash thirty-five pieces—make up for yesterday’s. Fail, and your supper will be halved.”

As Yaner bent silently over the washbasin, Shumei came again, dumping another basket of greasy kitchen clothes at her feet.

“Shumei, could you divide these with someone else?” Yaner pleaded softly. “The kitchen clothes are too oily.”

Shumei smirked. “Picky now, are we? Every garment’s dirty. Before you came, we all washed them just the same. Better get to it—unless you’d rather go hungry.”

Yaner kept scrubbing. Every garment had to be spotless, or punishment would follow. She worked all day without food, drinking only cold water to ease her hunger. By the time the thirty-five coarse garments were clean and hung to dry under the night sky, it was past midnight.

The moon shone cold and pale, casting her shadow long and thin. She shivered, pushed open the wooden door, and crept inside. The dozen washerwomen were already asleep on the kang. She groped her way to her corner beneath the window, where the little dwarf slept by the wall. Crawling into the quilt fully clothed, she had just lain down when someone’s foot stomped hard on her arm. A dark figure leapt from the bed and darted out of the room. Too exhausted to think, Yaner shut her eyes and soon fell asleep.

At dawn, a cry broke out. “My money’s gone!” wailed Chunmei, the girl sleeping beside her. “That was half a year’s wages! My mother needs it for medicine! Who stole it?”

Wu Ma rushed in, assembling everyone in a line. Soon, Chen Fu appeared with four house guards and the punishment rods. Wu Ma brandished a laundry stick. “Who took it? Speak!” Her gaze fixed on Yaner. “You were the last to come in last night, weren’t you?”

Yaner looked at her, bewildered. “Yes... When I lay down, I felt someone step on my arm and jump off the bed. I thought maybe someone was going to the toilet. I didn’t realize it was a thief.”

Wu Ma sneered. “Keep spinning your stories. You fooled the butcher at the gate—think you can fool us too?”

Her words fanned Chen Fu’s suspicion. “Beat her!” he roared. Two guards pounced like wolves, grabbing Yaner and throwing her to the ground. The dwarf screamed and clung to her, sobbing.
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