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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      The Late Han and Three Kingdoms: A History of China, PART THREE, plunges you into one of the most exhilarating chapters of Chinese history—a century filled with ambition, loyalty, and betrayal that forged timeless legends. This narrative breathes life into the heroes and rulers who shaped an era, from Liu Bei’s final struggles to the rise of Sima Zhao, the cunning figure who would eventually unify the land under the Jin dynasty.

      You will witness Zhuge Liang’s brilliance as he outmaneuvers his foes deep in the jungles of Nanzhong during the famed Seven Captures of Meng Huo, before turning his attention northward to confront overwhelming odds in his legendary campaigns against the state of Wei. Standing beside him are warriors and scholars who carried his vision forward—men like Jiang Wan, Fei Yi, and Dong Yun—whose wisdom and steady leadership kept Shu Han alive amid turmoil. Yet, the flame of ambition still burned fiercely in Jiang Wei, whose relentless northern expeditions pushed the kingdom to the brink of collapse.

      Meanwhile, in the south, Sun Quan—the “Tiger of Eastern Wu”—faces his twilight years as his empire begins to fracture from within. His successor, Zhuge Ke, meets a tragic fate in a court consumed by paranoia and intrigue, paving the way for Sun Hao, the tyrannical emperor whose cruelty would drag Wu into its darkest days. Their stories reveal a timeless truth: even the mightiest rulers can be undone by the very hands that once upheld their power.

      As the Wei dynasty falters, the cunning Sima family quietly tightens its grip on power. Sima Yi, Sima Shi, and Sima Zhao master the art of patience, skillfully turning the chaos of war into a stepping stone toward dominance. When Sima Zhao finally unleashes his plan to conquer Shu, the stage is set for the end of the Three Kingdoms—an ending shaped by strategy, betrayal, and relentless ambition.

      Every chapter is crafted with one purpose: to make history come alive. You’ll stand alongside emperors and generals, poets and rebels. You’ll hear the clash of armies, the whispers of palace intrigue, and the weary sighs of those who sacrificed everything for a dream. If you’ve ever been fascinated by Liu Bei, Zhuge Liang, Sun Quan, or Sima Zhao, this book will take you beyond the legends—into the very heart of the world they fought to shape.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            LIU BEI’S LAST DAYS

          

        

      

    

    
      Liu Bei had just taken the throne, and all he could think about was avenging his second brother, Guan Yu. He threw everything he had into launching a massive military campaign. But at the Battle of Yiling, everything took a sharp and devastating turn. Liu Bei had meticulously arranged a long chain of camps stretching over 700 li, yet Lu Xun of Eastern Wu devised a clever fire attack. In no time, towering flames engulfed the entire camp. Realizing his chances were slipping away, Liu Bei fled westward as fast as he could, eventually scrambling into Baidi City in a state of total panic.

      When Liu Bei finally reached Baidi City in such disarray, many generals from Eastern Wu saw it as the perfect opportunity. They urged Lu Xun to press on and crush Liu Bei once and for all. But Lu Xun ignored their advice—not out of sudden mercy or pity, but for two strategic reasons.

      First, Liu Bei hadn’t entirely lost his grip during the retreat. He quickly rallied the scattered troops who had fled the battlefield. His renowned general Zhao Yun soon arrived, leading a formidable force to reinforce him. Before long, Baidi City was holding over 20,000 soldiers. Taking the city by force wouldn’t be easy at all. Charging in blindly risked disaster—what if they failed to capture the city and ended up in a worse position than before? It’d be like trying to draw a tiger and ending up with a mangled dog instead.

      The second reason, even more crucial, involved Cao Wei. Lu Xun was deeply concerned that Cao Wei might seize the opportunity to strike while Eastern Wu was preoccupied with battling Liu Bei. Earlier, Sun Quan had submitted to Cao Pi, hoping to avoid fighting on two fronts simultaneously. Yet many ministers in the Cao Wei court remained skeptical. Even Cao Pi himself harbored doubts. During those turbulent times, trust was fleeting—alliances shifted overnight, and today's friends could become tomorrow's enemies. This perpetual uncertainty made Cao Pi keep a vigilant eye on Sun Quan, never fully convinced of his loyalty.

      When Sun Quan sought to demonstrate his allegiance to Cao Pi, he went to great lengths. To prove his sincerity, he arranged for the release of several Wei generals held captive in Eastern Wu, including Yu Jin. Cao Pi saw this as a golden opportunity to extract valuable intelligence. He summoned these former prisoners and began his questioning. One of the first officials he consulted was a minister named Hao Zhou. Asked whether Sun Quan could be trusted, Hao Zhou confidently placed his hand on his chest and declared, “Absolutely. Sun Quan will undoubtedly remain loyal to Your Majesty.”

      However, not everyone shared Hao Zhou's optimism. Other officials quickly intervened, cautioning Cao Pi, “Don’t take Hao Zhou’s words at face value. He’s likely been swayed by Sun Quan’s smooth talk. There’s simply no way Sun Quan is truly loyal.”

      At that moment, Cao Pi truly wanted to believe in Sun Quan's loyalty. Naturally, he gravitated towards the opinions that sounded reassuring. When Hao Zhou confidently gave his answer, Cao Pi was thrilled and took it as solid gold advice. Acting on this, he granted Sun Quan the title of King of Wu and dispatched Hao Zhou to Wu. However, there was a catch—Cao Pi expected Sun Quan to send his son to the capital to serve as a palace guard. In reality, this was a way to keep the boy as a political hostage.

      Upon arriving in Wu, Hao Zhou told Sun Quan, “His Majesty—that is, Cao Pi—doesn’t fully believe you will actually send your son to the capital, right? But I have staked my entire family’s lives on it. I assured His Majesty that you would definitely follow through.”

      Hearing this, Sun Quan was deeply moved. Tears welled up in his eyes, soaking his clothes. He pointed toward the heavens and swore, “You trust me this much? I swear on heaven itself—I will not let you down.”

      Even though Sun Quan had promised to send his son as a hostage, Cao Pi suddenly launched a military campaign against Eastern Wu. So, what exactly did Sun Quan do to provoke such a decisive move from Cao Wei?

      Making a promise is easy; keeping it is the real challenge. Often, those who rush to make promises are the ones least able to follow through. After Hao Zhou departed, Sun Quan immediately convened a meeting with his officials. Though he had not yet declared himself emperor, he gathered his top advisors and generals to deliberate on their next steps. After a heated debate, they reached a unanimous conclusion: they would not send the crown prince to the capital.

      Sun Quan told Hao Zhou, “You head back to the capital, Luoyang, and report everything to His Majesty. As soon as you set out on your journey, my son will follow right behind you.”

      So Hao Zhou returned to Luoyang, got everything prepared, and waited day and night, his eyes fixed on the road, eager to catch the very first glimpse of the prince’s arrival.

      But Sun Quan’s son never showed. Sun Quan kept stalling, throwing out excuse after excuse. He spoke smoothly, dodged questions, and found every possible way to avoid sending his son. When Cao Pi decided to send high-ranking officials to Eastern Wu to hold a formal alliance ceremony and press for the hostage’s delivery, Sun Quan flatly refused. He kept making excuses and rejected both the ceremony and the envoys.

      Cao Pi felt completely played. Furious, he made up his mind to go to war with Eastern Wu. Liu Ye tried to calm him down, saying, “Sun Quan has just come off a victory. His people are united, and the rivers and lakes favor them. It won’t be easy to defeat them in the short term.” But Cao Pi wasn’t listening. He was too angry to hear reason. “I don’t care,” he shouted. “I’m going after that punk Sun Quan!”

      So in late September of the year 222, Emperor Cao Pi launched a major military campaign. He appointed Cao Xiu as the Grand General Who Conquers the East, dispatched Zhang Liao as the Forward General, and assigned Zang Ba as the General Who Guards the East. This force set out from Dongkou. Meanwhile, General Cao Ren led another army from Wuxu. On a third front, Generals Cao Zhen, Xiahou Shang, Zhang He, and Xu Huang laid siege to Jiangling. The Wei army divided into three coordinated forces, launching a full-scale assault on Eastern Wu.

      On the Wu side, they had anticipated this move and were already prepared. Sun Quan sent General Lü Fan to counter Cao Xiu’s advance. General Zhu Ran was tasked with defending Jiangling, while Vice General Zhu Huan was stationed at Ruxu to hold off Cao Ren’s troops.

      Despite these defenses, Sun Quan remained uneasy. Wu’s overall strength was no match for Cao Wei’s—it was a vast gulf. On top of that, the southern regions, like present-day Jiangxi and Zhejiang, were still inhabited by wild tribes that hadn't been fully pacified. This constant threat kept Wu on edge.

      So Sun Quan instructed his men to compose a letter using the humblest words they could muster. In the letter, he lowered himself as much as possible, expressing deep humility. Alongside the letter, he prepared an impressive array of gifts and sent both the letter and the offerings to Cao Pi, earnestly requesting the emperor to grant him another chance to make amends.

      In his letter to Cao Pi, Sun Quan wrote, “If Your Majesty believes my offenses are unforgivable and insists that I have no place left in this world, then I am willing to surrender the lands and people of Wu entirely. After that, I will retreat to Jiao Province—what is now southern China and northern Vietnam—and live out the remainder of my days there. If you truly deem me unworthy, then allow me to offer everything I possess and depart quietly.”

      Sun Quan also sent a separate letter to the officials in Haozhou. In it, he declared, “Everything I said before was sincere. I never intended to deceive anyone. I genuinely planned to marry my son, Sun Deng, into the royal family. He is still very young, so I intended to send my most trusted minister, Zhang Zhao, to escort him to the capital. Zhang Zhao is my most respected and dependable official. Having him accompany Sun Deng shows how serious I am about this arrangement. Previously, I did not consent to sending my son as a hostage, but now that circumstances have changed, I am writing to say I am ready to do so—and I am also formally requesting that the royal marriage proceed.”

      After reading Sun Quan’s letter, Cao Pi replied personally. He said, “I’ve made up my mind. I really don’t want to keep sending troops all the way to the Yangtze and Han River regions. If Sun Deng shows up in the morning, I’ll order the army to retreat by nightfall. Just send your son, and I’ll call off the campaign. You and I already have our official titles and positions settled. There’s no point dragging this into a full-scale war. I truly don’t want to push deeper into the south with my forces. Doesn’t that make sense? So go ahead and send your son as soon as possible.”

      But once again, Sun Quan was playing tricks. He kept promising to send his son, but had no real intention of doing so. His aim was simply to stall and slow down the Wei army’s advance. Eventually, he outright refused to send his son as a hostage. That was the final straw. The negotiations completely broke down.

      Right after that, Sun Quan made a bold move. He changed the era name to Huangwu and established a defensive line along the Yangtze River. His actions couldn’t have been clearer—he was officially rejecting Cao Wei’s authority. No longer using their era name, he declared his own. In that era, this was the equivalent of announcing Wu’s independence. From that moment on, the Kingdom of Wu was officially born.

      Even though Sun Quan hadn’t officially declared himself emperor yet, by creating his own era name, he had already placed himself on equal footing with Wei and Shu. This bold move established a delicate three-way balance of power. Consequently, historical records refer to Sun Quan’s realm as Eastern Wu, or simply Sun Wu. From that moment forward, the relationship between Wu and Wei completely deteriorated, making war between Sun Quan and Cao Pi inevitable.

      As Cao Wei’s armies advanced relentlessly from three directions, Sun Quan found himself trapped in a precarious position. With few alternatives, he reached out to Liu Bei for support. But the pressing question was: would Liu Bei, who had just been pushed back all the way to Baidi City by Wu’s own generals, actually come to his aid?

      Feeling the mounting pressure, Sun Quan swiftly dispatched envoys to Sichuan to reestablish contact with the Shu Han court. He hoped to revive the old alliance between Wu and Shu. Of course, it was impossible to restore the close camaraderie they had shared back during the Battle of Red Cliffs, when Sun Quan and Liu Bei had joined forces to decisively crush Cao Cao.

      When Liu Bei heard that Wei was launching a major campaign against Wu, he couldn’t help but feel a bit smug. He even penned a letter to Lu Xun, saying, “The Wei army is only just now reaching the Yangtze and Han Rivers. I’m thinking about leading my troops east again. What do you think? Would that be the right move?”

      But the truth was, Liu Bei was already gravely ill—just like the old saying goes, “He cried tears all over the paper when writing his last will.” He knew his health was failing rapidly, and that time was running out. Yet Liu Bei was stubborn to the end. Even in his serious condition, he kept talking tough, as if to say, “Hey Lu Xun, don’t push me—I might just team up with Cao Pi and come after you!”

      Lu Xun replied to Liu Bei, saying, “Your army has just suffered a crushing defeat and hasn’t recovered yet. That’s probably why you’re trying to rebuild ties with us. But right now, what your kingdom needs most is time to heal and regroup. I doubt you’re really in a position to send troops out again. If you don’t think this through carefully and insist on dragging your worn-out soldiers on another long march, you might not escape total destruction this time.”

      After reading Lu Xun’s firm and sincere reply, Liu Bei found himself with no choice but to abandon his plan. Everything Lu Xun said was undeniably true, leaving Liu Bei no room to argue.

      Just then, Cao Ren of Wei led tens of thousands of infantry and cavalry to launch an attack on Ruxu. He began by spreading false rumors, claiming that he intended to strike a completely different target. The Wu commander stationed at Ruxu, Zhu Huan, believed the misinformation and sent part of his forces to reinforce that other location. But as soon as the reinforcements departed, Cao Ren swiftly directed his troops straight toward Ruxu.

      Zhu Huan quickly realized he had walked right into a trap. He hurriedly dispatched messengers to recall his troops, but before they could return, Cao Ren’s forces had already reached the outskirts of the city. At that moment, only about five thousand soldiers remained inside the city walls. Panic swept through the ranks. The officers were shaken and terrified. Everyone whispered about Cao Ren’s cunning—how he masterfully executed the classic “fake in the east, strike in the west” strategy—and how their own commander had been outsmarted.

      Seeing the fear on his men’s faces, Zhu Huan stepped forward and said, “Don’t be afraid, everyone.” He reminded them that in battles, victory doesn’t always go to the side with more soldiers—it depends on the general’s wisdom, how skillfully the troops are maneuvered, and the tactics employed. He challenged them, asking, “Do you really believe Cao Ren is a better commander than I am when it comes to leading troops and devising battle plans?”

      He continued, “The art of war clearly teaches that if you’re launching an attack from afar, you need at least twice the number of soldiers compared to the defenders just to stand a chance—and that’s only in open-field battles, not when assaulting a well-fortified city.”

      “Right now, Cao Ren isn’t shining with brilliance or courage. His troops are uneasy and hesitant. They’ve traveled a great distance, and both the men and their horses are worn out. Meanwhile, we marched here swiftly and efficiently. To our south lies the mighty Yangtze River, and to the north, the mountains stand firm. We hold the advantage, full of energy and ready, just waiting for them to come to us. All we need is to prepare properly here, and we’ll have the upper hand against these weary invaders. This is the kind of setup that guarantees victory.”

      Zhu Huan stood his ground and told his men with unwavering confidence, “Even if Cao Pi himself were leading this attack, I wouldn’t be worried—so why should we panic just because it’s Cao Ren?” He urged them to keep calm and not let fear take hold.

      Then, he gave the order to lower the flags and silence the war drums, deliberately making his forces appear weak and vulnerable in hopes of drawing Cao Ren into a trap. And sure enough, Cao Ren took the bait. First, he sent his own son to launch an assault on Ruxu. Following that, he dispatched Generals Chang Diao and Wang Shuang, who advanced on leather-covered boats to mount a surprise attack on Zhongzhou, a nearby island. What Cao Ren failed to realize was that Zhongzhou was not just any target—it was where Zhu Huan’s personal troops were stationed, along with his wife and children.

      One of Cao Ren’s officers, Jiang Ji, warned him gravely, “The enemy controls the west bank of the Yangtze, and their ships are anchored upstream. If we attack Zhongzhou, it’s like stepping straight into hell—it’s a suicide mission.”

      But Cao Ren ignored the advice and took matters into his own hands, personally leading 10,000 troops to reinforce Cao Tai. Spotting Cao Ren’s divided forces, Zhu Huan seized the opportunity and launched a swift attack. He dispatched one unit to strike at Chang Diao while leading another force himself to confront Cao Tai directly.

      The two sides clashed fiercely. In the end, Cao Tai was defeated and forced to retreat, burning down his own camp to deny its use to the enemy. Zhu Huan killed Chang Diao in combat and captured Wang Shuang alive. More than a thousand Wei soldiers were either slain in battle or drowned during the chaotic retreat.

      Although Eastern Wu claimed victory at the Battle of Ruxu, the conflict was far from over. The Wei army quickly regrouped and shifted their focus toward Jiangling, where the situation grew extremely tense—teetering on the brink of collapse.

      Just as it seemed Jiangling was on the brink of falling, something unexpected happened: the entire Wei force suddenly withdrew. But what could have caused such an abrupt retreat?

      At that time, Zhu Ran, the Eastern Wu general, was defending Jiangling. Cao Zhen, a prominent Wei commander, had led his troops to completely surround the city, and they had already defeated the Wu commander Sun Sheng. When news of the crisis reached Sun Quan, he quickly dispatched Zhuge Jin with reinforcements to break the siege. However, Zhuge Jin’s forces were also defeated, this time by Xiahou Shang, one of Wei’s most skilled generals.

      With all lines of communication between the city’s defenders and the outside world severed, the soldiers inside Jiangling were in dire straits. Many had fallen ill with severe swelling and could no longer fight, leaving only about 5,000 men still fit for battle.

      Cao Zhen meticulously orchestrated the siege of Jiangling, launching assaults both above and beneath the ground—truly embodying the old adage, “A skilled attacker moves from the heavens above and hides in the earth below.” His troops constructed towering earthen mounds, carved extensive underground tunnels, and built lofty platforms adjacent to the city walls. Perched atop these platforms, tall towers were erected to house archers. Before long, a relentless storm of arrows rained down upon the city, darkening the skies like a thunderous downpour.

      Inside the city, the defenders were rattled, watching the heavens blacken with incoming arrows, their fear palpable. Yet Zhu Ran stood unwavering, his face betraying no hint of panic. He continued to bolster his men’s spirits, keenly observing the enemy’s formations and waiting patiently for the perfect moment to launch a counterstrike. When that moment arrived, he led his forces out in a daring and decisive counterattack.

      Meanwhile, the water level of the Yangtze River had fallen, causing the river to narrow more than usual. This shift sparked an idea in Xiahou Shang’s mind. He planned to transport cavalry by boat and establish a camp on Zhongzhou, an island formed in the river’s midst by silt deposits. To facilitate movement and reinforcements between the north bank and this island, he ordered the construction of a floating bridge spanning the river.

      Most of the Wei strategists were convinced this plan would inevitably lead to Jiangling’s downfall. Yet one official, Chamberlain Dong Zhao, stepped forward with a cautionary letter addressed to Emperor Cao Pi. He wrote, “The late Emperor Wu, your father, was unmatched in both wisdom and courage. But his hallmark was always extreme caution in battle. He would never have underestimated his enemies like this. Advancing is often the easy part—what truly matters is how you manage the retreat. How can you guarantee our troops will withdraw safely when the time comes? What if panic sets in and everything falls apart?”

      Dong Zhao pressed on, “This is what separates the great generals from the rest. On flat, open ground, with no mountains or rivers to offer cover, retreat becomes especially perilous. If the army intends to push deep into enemy territory, you must plan meticulously for their exit strategy. Charging forward without a clear path back is recklessness—such a mindset is doomed to fail. Whether advancing or retreating, an army must never act on mere wishes or guesses.”

      “Our forces are now stationed on Zhongzhou, deep inside hostile lands. Constructing a floating bridge across the Yangtze to shuttle troops back and forth—that is a gamble of the highest order. Why rely on just one route for passage? And a narrow one at that? Such a setup violates every basic tenet of warfare. Yet, here we are, about to make precisely that mistake.”

      If the enemy concentrates its forces and launches an attack on the bridge, even the smallest mistake could spell disaster. Our elite troops stationed in Zhongzhou could be completely wiped out. Once that happens, those top-tier soldiers of Wei would either fall into the hands of Wu, die in battle, or be forced to surrender. No matter the outcome, our strongest unit would be lost forever.

      That’s why I’ve been so anxious—I can neither eat nor sleep. What puzzles me even more is how the very people who planned all this seem so calm, as if nothing could possibly go wrong. I honestly don’t know where their confidence comes from. Meanwhile, the water level of the Yangtze River rises day by day. Winter is ending, spring is arriving, and with it, the inevitable spring floods. What if the river suddenly surges? How are we supposed to handle such a crisis?

      If we cannot defeat the enemy outright, then at the very least, we must plan carefully on how to withdraw our troops safely. And under these harsh conditions, how could they not be afraid? That’s why I implore Your Majesty to take this situation seriously and consider it with the utmost care.

      After hearing these words, Emperor Wen found the reasoning solid and promptly ordered Xiahou Shang to withdraw his troops from Zhongzhou. As the Wei army began to retreat, the Wu forces seized the moment, launching a sudden pincer attack from both flanks. Trapped, the entire Wei force was funneled through a narrow exit, turning their withdrawal into a slow and chaotic scramble. They barely managed to reach the safety of the northern bank.

      Meanwhile, Wu general Pan Zhang had already prepared bundles of reeds to construct rafts, intending to set fire to the floating bridge and cut off the retreat. Fortunately for Xiahou Shang and his men, they pulled back just in time—Pan Zhang’s plan never came to fruition.

      Ten days later, as expected, the spring floods surged through the Yangtze River. Emperor Wen turned to Dong Zhao and praised him, saying, “Your prediction was spot on.” To make matters worse for Wei, a plague broke out among the front-line troops, forcing Emperor Wen to order a full retreat of all forces. Though this marked the official outbreak of hostilities between Wu and Wei, Eastern Wu had fully prepared in advance, and Cao Pi’s campaign ended in failure. Ultimately, this conflict accelerated the process of Sun Quan and Liu Bei rebuilding their alliance.

      While Wu and Wei were locked in battle, Liu Bei was already gravely ill. Knowing his end was near, he urgently summoned Zhuge Liang to Baidi City and entrusted him with the future of Shu. Liu Bei told Zhuge Liang that if his son Liu Shan wasn’t capable of ruling the country, then Zhuge Liang could take over the reins himself. On the surface, this seemed like the ultimate gesture of trust between a ruler and his minister—but deep down, Liu Bei had something more complex in mind. So, what was Liu Bei really thinking when he handed over power in Baidi City?

      After his crushing defeat at Yiling, Liu Bei was consumed by misery and regret. Age was catching up with him as well. Not long after arriving in Baidi City, his illness grew severe. The sickness worsened steadily, and he knew recovery was impossible. Realizing his time was running out, he quickly summoned his Chancellor, Zhuge Liang, to make final arrangements. Liu Bei asked him to support the young prince Liu Shan and also appointed Li Yan, the Imperial Secretary, to assist Zhuge Liang.

      He said to Zhuge Liang, “Your talents surpass Cao Pi’s by tenfold. You will certainly be able to bring peace to the state and accomplish great things. If Liu Shan proves worthy of your support, then give him everything you’ve got. But if he lacks the ability or virtue, you have the right to make the decision on your own.”

      This shows that Liu Bei’s words carried a deeper meaning than they appeared to on the surface. He claimed that Zhuge Liang was ten times more talented than Cao Pi and could bring peace to the realm and achieve great things. If Liu Shan was worthy of support, then support him wholeheartedly. But if he wasn’t, then Zhuge Liang had the right to remove him and take matters into his own hands.

      People hold different interpretations of what Liu Bei truly meant. Some think it was a shrewd move—not an actual invitation for Zhuge Liang to seize power. Instead, it was a way to bind Zhuge Liang with loyalty, ensuring that he would dedicate himself fully to aiding Liu Shan rather than building his own independent power base. Although allowing Zhuge Liang to assume control might have led to better outcomes, Liu Bei’s priority was loyalty to his son.

      Throughout China’s long history, it’s rare to find an emperor who would say something like that to a minister. Those words were, in fact, a method to nip any thoughts of rebellion in the bud. But the key question is—who do you say something like that to? It’s worth pondering. If you told someone like Cao Cao, Dong Zhuo, or Wang Mang “you take power,” it would have been a disaster. The identity of the person you speak to truly matters.

      Liu Bei knew that Zhuge Liang’s loyalty ran deep—it was no secret. Everyone was well aware of Liu Bei’s famed “three visits to the thatched cottage,” and Zhuge Liang had never forgotten those moments. For the rest of his life, he held that memory close with profound gratitude. He often reflected, “The late emperor never looked down on me because of my humble background; instead, he personally came to visit me three times in my humble cottage.” Zhuge Liang’s thankfulness for the trust Liu Bei placed in him never waned.

      That’s why, when Zhuge Liang heard Liu Bei’s final words, he was moved to tears. With heartfelt sincerity, he vowed, “I will dedicate myself entirely to supporting the crown prince. I will remain loyal to the state and serve with all my strength until the very end of my life.”

      And so, the famous story of Liu Bei entrusting his son to Zhuge Liang at Baidi City became known far and wide.

      Later, Liu Bei penned a heartfelt letter to his sons. In it, he reflected that passing away at fifty wasn't truly dying young. Having lived into his sixties, he felt no regrets—except for leaving his sons behind. He urged them to strive diligently, warning them never to commit wrongs simply because they seemed minor, nor to neglect good deeds just because they appeared insignificant. Only those with genuine moral integrity could earn the trust and respect of others.

      The poignant lines from Liu Bei’s final letter—“Don’t do wrong just because it seems small; don’t skip doing right just because it seems unimportant”—became timeless words, echoed through the ages.

      By April, Liu Bei—who had endured a lifetime of relentless struggle and faced many setbacks—passed away in the Yong'an Palace at Baidi City. He was posthumously honored with the title Emperor Zhaolie. In the following month, his son Liu Shan, better known by his childhood name A Dou, formally ascended the throne as the emperor of Shu Han.

      Liu Shan bestowed upon Zhuge Liang the title of Marquis of Wuxiang and appointed him Governor of Yizhou. From that moment forward, Zhuge Liang took charge of all state affairs—whether large or small. With the young emperor still inexperienced, Zhuge Liang effectively became the true power behind the throne, running the country with steady hands.

      Zhuge Liang approached governance with great care, streamlining redundant official posts and revising the laws to create a more efficient administration. He also issued a formal proclamation to his ministers, emphasizing that managing state affairs required gathering diverse ideas and embracing suggestions that would benefit the realm. He warned that if people grew divided over petty disagreements, it would become impossible to hear different voices, and their collective efforts would falter. Accepting different viewpoints and making sound judgments, he explained, was akin to discarding worn-out straw sandals in exchange for pearls and jade. Sadly, he noted, most found this difficult to achieve.

      Among his ministers, only Xu Shu—also known as Xu Yuanzhi—had maintained a clear mind, refusing to be swayed by conflicting opinions. Another trusted official, Dong He, had served in state affairs for over seven years. Whenever a policy seemed questionable, Dong He would consult widely—not just once, but ten times—before reporting to Zhuge Liang. If even one in ten officials could emulate Xu Shu’s clarity of thought, or if more ministers displayed the dedication and loyalty of Dong He, Zhuge Liang believed many mistakes could be avoided.

      Throughout the vast expanse of Chinese history, Zhuge Liang has stood out as the quintessential model of a wise and virtuous chancellor. He was known for personally overseeing nearly every matter that came his way. On one occasion, he even stayed up late into the night at his desk, meticulously cross-checking every figure recorded in the government's accounting books.

      Zhuge Liang devoted himself entirely to supporting Liu Shan. No matter how large or small the issue, he made it a point to handle it personally—even going so far as to inspect the bookkeeping records himself. You might think such unwavering dedication would earn him nothing but praise. Yet, surprisingly, some people actually found reasons to criticize him for it.

      Why would anyone fault Zhuge Liang for that?

      When Chief Clerk Yang Yong heard about this, he promptly went to the chancellor’s residence and said to Zhuge Liang, “Running a country requires a solid structure and clear procedures. These rules must be strictly followed, without any confusion or overlap. The roles and responsibilities of officials at different levels should never intersect—otherwise, everything descends into chaos. Let me give you a simple example from managing a household.

      “There was once a wealthy family that excelled at organizing their affairs. The servants all had their duties clearly defined. The male servants worked the fields, while the female servants handled cooking and cleaning. The dog stayed at home to guard the house, the rooster crowed to wake everyone up, the ox plowed the land, and the horse carried goods over long distances. Everyone did exactly what they were supposed to, and as a result, everything ran smoothly.

      “All the master had to do was check in on the progress and ensure that everything was properly organized.”

      But then one day, this wealthy man had a peculiar thought. He stopped delegating orders and began doing everything himself—taking on every chore and errand personally. He pushed himself to the brink, overwhelmed and dizzy with exhaustion, both mentally and physically drained. In the end, nothing was accomplished, and certainly nothing was done well. So what went wrong? Was it because he wasn’t as capable as his servants? Absolutely not—it was because he abandoned proper management.

      The age-old wisdom remains clear: those who sit and devise strategies are the nobles; those who carry out the tasks are the officials. As Chancellor, you bear countless responsibilities in running the state. Yet here you are, bent over your desk, personally scrutinizing every single account and ledger. Isn’t that just wearing yourself out for no good reason?

      Yang Yong’s sincere and heartfelt advice struck a deep chord within Zhuge Liang. He immediately acknowledged his mistake and reflected profoundly on it. From that moment on, he ceased handling such tasks personally. It may seem trivial, but this story reveals two important truths about Zhuge Liang: he always kept a close eye on everything himself, yet he also possessed the humility and wisdom to listen when someone offered sound advice.

      So, under Zhuge Liang’s leadership, what path would Shu Han ultimately take?
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      The story of Zhuge Liang capturing and releasing Meng Huo seven times is one of the most thrilling episodes in Romance of the Three Kingdoms. It’s been passed down for generations, with most people able to recount it by heart. But did it really happen in history? To uncover the truth, we need to rewind to the time when Liu Bei passed away.

      Liu Bei had faced many defeats throughout his life. Before his death, he entrusted his young son to Zhuge Liang, pleading with him to guide the boy wisely. From that moment forward, Zhuge Liang became the steadfast pillar of Shu Han. Yet, the outlook was bleak. Liu Bei, full of pride and wrath, had insisted on waging war against Eastern Wu. This campaign culminated in the Battle of Yiling, where he suffered a devastating defeat. Years of hard-earned resources and troops were wiped out in a flash.

      If you’ve been paying attention, you might have noticed something strange—none of the famous generals joined Liu Bei on this eastern expedition. Not a single one of Shu’s renowned Five Tiger Generals made an appearance. Why was that? The reason is rather straightforward. Zhao Yun had apparently fallen out of favor with Liu Bei and was left behind. As for the others—they were no longer around. Guan Yu and Zhang Fei had both died in battle, Huang Zhong had passed away from old age, and Ma Chao, ever since arriving in Chengdu, never truly found peace.

      Ma Chao was a formidable force in his own right—a dominant warlord in the northwest who once held the region firmly in his grasp. But now, serving under Liu Bei, there was no way he could feel truly satisfied. His own army and territory had been taken from him, and deep down, that had to sting. On top of that, he wasn’t part of Liu Bei’s inner circle. Sure, he carried a prestigious title, but he never really felt significant. The weight of it all wore him down, and not long after Liu Bei declared himself emperor, Ma Chao quietly faded from the spotlight. He died in his early forties.

      After Shu Han was officially established, only Zhao Yun among the Five Tiger Generals really had a chance to prove himself. The others had already passed away before they could leave much of a mark. By that time, Shu was running low on battle-hardened commanders. Compared to Cao Wei, they were seriously outmatched. Cao Wei boasted a wealth of talented strategists and seasoned generals, while Shu struggled with a shortage of both. This lack of capable leaders was a major headache—after all, keeping a country stable and running smoothly depends heavily on the people you have.

      For Zhuge Liang, however, the first challenge wasn’t closing the talent gap—it was rebuilding Shu’s fragile relationship with Eastern Wu. Inside Shu, things were far from settled. Liu Bei had just died, shaking the very foundation of the regime. Morale and unity were both slipping, and the people were growing anxious.

      But the situation outside Shu’s borders was even more complicated. Sun Quan of Wu and Cao Pi of Wei found themselves in a strange, in-between state. They weren’t openly allied, but they also weren’t exactly keeping their distance. Their messengers went back and forth constantly, clearly plotting something. No one could say for certain whether they might join forces at some point and turn their combined power against Shu. And if that happened, well, Shu was already the weakest of the three kingdoms. It could all be over in a flash.

      That’s why mending the relationship with Wu shot straight to the top of Zhuge Liang’s agenda. There was no time to waste. But it wasn’t going to be easy. Liu Bei had been the one who tore apart the alliance in the first place, mainly to avenge Guan Yu. He had stormed into Wu’s territory and shattered whatever peace had existed, dragging relations down to their lowest point. This left Zhuge Liang in a real bind. He racked his brains trying to figure out how to repair the damage, but for a long time, nothing seemed to work. He didn’t even know where to begin.

      Just when he was stuck, wondering how to rebuild the broken bond with Wu, someone appeared at the perfect moment. This person used his sharp mind and clever planning to help Zhuge Liang solve what had seemed like an impossible puzzle.

      So who exactly was this pivotal figure? And what clever move did he make to mend the fractured alliance between Sun Quan and Liu Bei?

      Around that time, a minister named Deng Zhi came to visit Zhuge Liang. With great respect, he said, “The new emperor is still young and has just ascended the throne. His position is not yet secure. If you ask me, now is the perfect moment for Shu Han to send a proper envoy to Eastern Wu. We need to make it unmistakably clear that we want peace and to rebuild our friendship.”

      The moment Zhuge Liang heard this, his face brightened. Finally, someone who shared his thoughts! He replied slowly, “I’ve been considering this for quite a while myself. I’ve long wanted to send someone to Wu, but I just couldn’t find the right person for the job. But now, I believe I’ve finally found the perfect candidate.”

      Deng Zhi, looking slightly puzzled, asked, “Who exactly do you mean, Chancellor? Who could possibly take on something this important?”

      Zhuge Liang gave a faint smile and replied, “Who else but you, Deng Zhi? You’ve already shown that you grasp the bigger picture. I trust you can handle this task. After all, you wouldn’t have brought it up unless you had a solid plan in mind. When you make a suggestion, it can’t just be a passing thought—it needs to be well considered. Since you raised it, you’re the one for the job.”

      Deng Zhi was taken aback. Inwardly, he was practically groaning: Great. I try to be helpful, and now the whole responsibility’s been dumped on me.

      Zhuge Liang officially bestowed upon Deng Zhi the title of Zhonglang General and sent him on a mission to Eastern Wu to restore their alliance. But this task was far from simple. When Liu Bei personally led an army against Wu, he came in with overwhelming force, riding a wave of unstoppable momentum—until it all came crashing down. Wu’s top commander decisively crushed Liu Bei’s forces, forcing him into a humiliating retreat. That devastating defeat broke Liu Bei’s spirit—and not long after, he passed away.

      So now, after all that turmoil, Shu wanted to make peace? A bit late for that, don’t you think? To complicate matters further, Wu was under significant pressure from Wei at the time. Though Wu had recently pushed back Wei’s advances, on paper, Wei still held the upper hand. If Wu got too cozy with Shu, how could they possibly explain that to Wei?

      Unsurprisingly, Sun Quan was not eager to welcome Deng Zhi. Upon arriving in Wu, Deng Zhi quickly sensed that Sun Quan had no intention of receiving him. He thought to himself, “I can’t just turn tail and go home empty-handed. It was the late emperor’s pride and rash decisions that landed us in this mess. If I return with nothing to show for it, how could I face the young emperor or Chancellor Zhuge Liang?”

      Determined not to give up, Deng Zhi penned a formal letter to Sun Quan, candidly outlining the advantages and disadvantages of the situation.

      In his letter, Deng Zhi wrote with genuine sincerity, “I have not come merely to serve Shu Han’s interests. I am here because I truly care about the future of your kingdom as well.”

      When Sun Quan received the letter from Deng Zhi, he thought to himself, “Alright, let’s hear what this man has to say.” With that, he agreed to meet with him.

      As soon as they took their seats, Sun Quan wasted no time getting to the heart of the matter. “I’ll be honest—I want to build friendly ties with your kingdom. But let’s not kid ourselves; things aren’t looking great for you right now. Your new emperor isn’t exactly inspiring confidence. I’ve heard he’s not the sharpest, and ever since his father left him to fend for himself at the Battle of Changban, it seems he’s never quite found his footing. Your lands are small, your forces weak. If Wei decides to strike, you’ll likely need our help just to survive.

      So really, what’s in this for us? It’s like two beggars teaming up to take on a millionaire. What’s the point? Such a partnership would only hold us back. We’d shoulder all the risk but gain little in return. Frankly, I just don’t see the value.”

      Deng Zhi listened quietly, then replied with respect, “My lord, I believe there’s a flaw in that perspective. Right now, Wu and Shu together control four major provinces—a vast and strategic territory. You, my lord, are a legendary hero in these turbulent times, famed throughout the land. And our chancellor, Zhuge Liang, is a rare genius—sharp, wise beyond compare, truly a once-in-a-generation talent.”

      Shu is naturally fortified, surrounded by rugged mountains and steep valleys that form an almost impenetrable barrier. Wu benefits from the Yangtze, the Han, and the Song Rivers flowing through its lands, creating natural defenses that are easy to hold but tough for any invader to cross. If we unite these strengths and stand side by side, we’ll be as inseparable as lips and teeth—perfectly aligned, each supporting the other.

      Taking the offensive gives us a genuine chance to unify the realm and forge a powerful new order. But even if we decide to hold back, maintaining a stable three-way balance in this chaotic world is still a solid strategy. The logic here couldn’t be any clearer.

      If Your Majesty chooses to submit to Wei, they won’t stop pushing—they’ll only demand more. In the worst case, they might compel you to journey to their capital to formally show your submission—a blatant display of their dominance. And even if it doesn’t go that far, they’ll almost certainly insist that you send your crown prince as a hostage, just to keep you firmly under their control.

      If you refuse their terms, they’ll accuse you of rebellion and use that as a pretext to launch a full-scale assault on Wu. When that happens, our Shu forces will likely seize the chance to sail down the Yangtze River, grabbing whatever spoils they can. In that scenario, many of the advantages and benefits in the Jiangnan region will no longer be in your hands.

      So, I’m not here merely for Shu’s own interests—I genuinely came to help Wu prepare for what lies ahead. I hope Your Majesty will weigh this carefully.”

      After hearing Deng Zhi’s sincere and straightforward words, Sun Quan fell into a long silence. Deep inside, he knew Deng Zhi was right. The man didn’t sugarcoat anything—he laid everything out plainly and clearly.

      Yes, forming an alliance with Shu to resist Wei was undoubtedly the smartest move. If Wu submitted to Wei, only to later do something that displeased them, it wouldn’t take much for Wei to declare war. And when that happened, Shu might seize the opportunity, turning against Wu and stabbing them in the back while pretending to offer help.

      As Sun Quan pondered the situation, it became clear—Wei had greedy eyes on both the Jiangdong region and Shu’s Yizhou. Their ultimate goal was to swallow them both whole. In such a tense scenario, the only way for Wu and Shu to survive—and perhaps even flourish—was to unite against Wei.

      At last, Sun Quan broke the silence. “You’re absolutely right. Alright then—let’s make peace between our two kingdoms.”

      And just like that, Eastern Wu made a bold move—they severed diplomatic ties with Cao Wei and chose instead to forge a close alliance with Shu Han. Deng Zhi’s mission to Wu proved to be a remarkable success. He played a pivotal role in turning the tide for Shu Han, which had been grappling with threats both from within and beyond its borders. His diplomatic efforts opened a new path in foreign relations, giving the kingdom a renewed chance at stability and growth.

      On one occasion following that, Shu Han sent Deng Zhi to Wu again on a goodwill visit. When Wu's ruler, Sun Quan, saw him, he remarked, “If the world ever finds peace, and our two kingdoms each ruled their own lands separately, wouldn’t that be a wonderful thing?”

      But in truth, Sun Quan was testing the waters. He wanted to gauge Shu Han’s true stance toward Wu. After all, if the two sides joined forces and somehow managed to overthrow Wei, could they actually divide its territory fairly between them?

      Deng Zhi didn’t flinch. He responded firmly, “There can’t be two suns in the sky, just as there can’t be two rulers in one world. As the saying goes—heaven won’t allow two suns, and a country can’t have two emperors. If Wei falls, we’ll be vying with you for control of the realm. There’s no room for shared power. Unless, of course, you’re ready to surrender to Shu Han.”

      Hearing this, Sun Quan burst out laughing. “You’re straightforward, I’ll give you that. And everything you said is true. But that’s alright. For now, our priority should be joining forces against Cao Wei. Wei isn’t going anywhere anytime soon, so it’s far too early for us to start fighting over the throne.”

      Once the Wu-Shu alliance was restored and the external pressure began to ease, Zhuge Liang turned his attention inward, focusing on strengthening Shu from within.

      But aside from the ongoing shortage of talent, another serious problem was beginning to stir within the kingdom. So, what exactly was going wrong inside Shu? And how did Zhuge Liang step in to fix the situation and bring things back under control?

      Before Liu Bei passed away, Shu Han had already faced a few uprisings. While Liu Bei was resting and convalescing at Yong'an Palace in Baidi City, Zhuge Liang was on his way from Chengdu to visit him. At that very moment, a prefect in Shu named Huang Yuan decided to rebel.

      Huang Yuan had never truly been on Zhuge Liang’s good side. For reasons unknown, Zhuge Liang felt uneasy around him and even openly disliked him. When Huang Yuan heard news of Liu Bei’s illness, panic set in. He thought, "If Zhuge Liang gains full control, there’s no way I’m going to have a good life." So, he threw caution to the wind and launched a rebellion, leading his entire command into revolt.

      At the time of the uprising, Zhuge Liang had just departed from Chengdu, heading east, leaving the city’s defenses perilously thin. Huang Yuan saw this as his golden opportunity, believing he could act with little resistance. Back in Chengdu, Yang Hong, a regional official of Yizhou, promptly reported the rebellion to Crown Prince Liu Shan and urged immediate military action to suppress Huang Yuan.

      Most court officials feared that if Huang Yuan failed to seize Chengdu, he would turn south and seize control of Nanzhong—the region encompassing what is now southern Sichuan, including modern-day Yunnan and Guizhou provinces. Everyone agreed that if Huang Yuan established a base there and fanned the flames of rebellion, the consequences would be dire, potentially spiraling into chaos.

      Yet Yang Hong was unconcerned. He pointed out that Huang Yuan had always been a ruthless and brutal man, lacking any kindness or loyalty toward those under his command. Such a figure could not inspire genuine support. Yang Hong believed Huang Yuan would fail to take Chengdu and would instead flee east along the Yangtze River. If Liu Bei were still alive, Huang Yuan might panic and surrender; if not, he would likely seek refuge in Eastern Wu, hoping to save his own skin. Yang Hong proposed a straightforward plan: send troops to block Huang Yuan at the South An Gorge, where they could capture him alive.

      Sure enough, Huang Yuan failed to capture Chengdu. As Yang Hong had predicted, he fled eastward down the river, only to be intercepted and defeated by Shu forces. With that defeat, peace finally began to return to Chengdu.

      Although Huang Yuan's rebellion was swiftly crushed, it left behind a significant aftermath. The damage wasn’t just physical destruction—it was the message it sent. Seeing his revolt, others thought, “Well, I’m not doing much anyway... why not join in?”

      One such opportunist was a man named Yong Kai. He was a powerful figure in the Yizhou Commandery—not to be confused with the larger Yizhou region or modern-day Sichuan. This particular commandery was situated in what is now the eastern part of Yunnan.

      When Yong Kai heard that Liu Bei had passed away and that Huang Yuan had already rebelled, he sensed that the moment was ripe. He joined forces with local tribal leaders such as Gao Ding, the regional administrator Zhu Bao, and most notably, Meng Huo.

      Meng Huo’s situation was a bit complicated. Some claimed he was a tribal chief, while others insisted he was a Han Chinese aristocrat. Regardless, he wielded considerable influence over both the Han settlers and the native ethnic groups in the region. In every sense but the title, he was the local king.

      At first glance, this coalition didn’t look particularly formidable. But Yong Kai was a masterful orator and knew exactly how to stir the pot. He spread all manner of rumors throughout the area and began sowing fear among the tribal leaders.

      He told them, “The court is going to demand 300 black-chested dogs and 3,000 logs, each one three zhang long. Can you actually come up with that kind of stuff?”

      When the tribal leaders heard this, their anger flared up immediately. “Where on earth are we supposed to find that much? We can barely find three of each, let alone 300 or 3,000!”

      Then Yong Kai dropped the bombshell: “If you can’t deliver these goods, the court won’t let it slide. So you might as well join me and rise up.”

      And just like that, the rebellion began to spread rapidly across all of Nanzhong. This vast region accounted for about half of Shu Han’s entire territory. It was not only abundant in resources but also held immense strategic importance. Losing control over it would have been a devastating blow to the Shu government.

      The rebels kicked things off by eliminating local officials. Then, when the Shu court dispatched a new governor to try and restore order, Yong Kai captured him and sent him to Eastern Wu as a bargaining chip.

      At the same time, other governors throughout Nanzhong didn’t fare much better—some were captured, others were driven out, and a few couldn’t even set foot in their own territories. This left the whole region in utter chaos, with no one able to maintain proper control.

      Li Yan sent multiple letters to Yong Kai, laying out all the consequences his rebellion would bring and urging him to return to the fold. But Yong Kai replied only once—and his tone dripped with arrogance. In that letter, he smugly wrote, “Right now, the world is divided into three kingdoms, each claiming to be the rightful ruler. Honestly, I don’t know which one I should side with, so why should I bow specifically to Shu Han?”

      At the time, relations between Eastern Wu and Shu Han hadn’t yet fully healed, and Sun Quan was still offering some support to these rebels. This only made the situation messier. Except for Yongchang Commandery, nearly all of Nanzhong had fallen under rebel control. Yong Kai’s uprising had become a serious threat to Shu Han’s stability.

      Despite the turmoil, Zhuge Liang kept his cool. He didn’t rush into war. Instead, he took a calm, calculated approach. On one hand, he focused on pacifying the region through negotiation and persuasion, aiming to win people over rather than crush them outright. On the other hand, he worked tirelessly to rebuild the alliance with Wu. As we’ve already seen, he sent Deng Zhi to Eastern Wu to reestablish diplomatic ties, ensuring the Sun-Liu alliance was back in place. That alliance remained strong right up until Shu Han’s final days.

      Once that alliance was restored, Zhuge Liang found the perfect opportunity to suppress the rebellion. Even better, he devised a solid plan to make it happen. Around the same time, word arrived that Emperor Cao Pi of Wei was preparing a fresh campaign to strike back at Eastern Wu and recover from earlier defeats.

      Zhuge Liang took a clear look at the entire situation. With Shu and Wu finally reconciled, and Wei distracted by its attacks on Wu, this was the ideal moment to turn his attention southward.

      So, in the year 225, Zhuge Liang personally led a large army towards Nanzhong to crush the uprising. Just before the troops marched out, his advisor Ma Su came to see him off. Seizing the moment, Zhuge Liang asked Ma Su for advice on how best to defeat the enemy.

      Ma Su said to Zhuge Liang, “The Nanzhong region has always been a thorn in our side. Its rugged terrain and remote location make it a hotbed for constant rebellions. The locals rarely obey the central government’s orders. Even if we manage to suppress them now, chances are they’ll be back in revolt before long.

      Right now, you’re gearing up to marshal all of Shu’s strength for a major northern campaign against the formidable state of Wei. If these southern rebels catch wind that our forces are stretched thin, they’ll seize the opportunity to intensify their uprising.

      But completely wiping them out isn’t a realistic goal. Not only would that clash with your values as a leader who prioritizes compassion, but it’s also not something that could be accomplished quickly.”

      So, the best strategy in war is to win the hearts of the people first. Attacking their minds must come before laying siege to their cities. Psychological tactics should always precede direct combat.

      Following this logic, I believe that the Nanzhong region can be pacified through education and influence. In this way, the people there will come to genuinely trust and support the government.

      Zhuge Liang fully agreed with Ma Su’s advice and immediately adopted the plan. The Shu army then split into three forces to suppress the rebellion: Ma Zhong led the eastern troops, Li Hui commanded the central forces, and Zhuge Liang himself took charge of the western division.

      The rebel groups were poorly organized and lacked professional training, leaving them no chance against the disciplined Shu army. Both the eastern and western rebel forces were swiftly crushed. Following this, all three divisions regrouped under Zhuge Liang’s command and pressed forward toward the rebels’ main stronghold—the Yizhou Commandery.

      In May of that year, Zhuge Liang led his troops across the Lu River, known today as the Jinsha River, successfully entering Yizhou. This moment is famously referenced in his Memorial on the Expedition (Chu Shi Biao), where he wrote, “In May, I crossed the Lu and entered the barren lands.”

      Around that time, Yong Kai, who was on his way to join forces with Gao Ding, was killed during a falling-out at the hands of one of Gao Ding’s own men. After Yong Kai’s death, Meng Huo stepped up to become the new leader of the rebel forces.

      The story of "capturing and releasing Meng Huo seven times" is one of the most thrilling episodes in Romance of the Three Kingdoms. It often leaves readers wondering—why did Zhuge Liang go through such great lengths to capture Meng Huo not just once, but seven times, only to release him each time?

      Meng Huo wielded significant influence in the Yi Province. Both the local ethnic tribes and the Han Chinese paid heed to him. Because of this, Zhuge Liang chose a strategy that targeted Meng Huo’s heart and mind—his goal was to genuinely win him over, aiming to bring lasting peace to the perpetually rebellious Nanzhong region.

      When the armies first clashed, Zhuge Liang ordered his troops to capture Meng Huo alive—under no circumstances was killing allowed. At that time, Meng Huo had stationed his forces near the upper reaches of the Pan River, around what is today Qujing in Yunnan Province. He stood ready for a life-or-death battle against Zhuge Liang.

      But from the very first battle, Meng Huo was captured. His troops were little more than a disorderly mob, nowhere close to the level of Shu’s well-trained and disciplined army.

      Zhuge Liang treated him with kindness and respect, even inviting him to tour the Shu army’s camps and formations. Then, with a calm demeanor, Zhuge Liang asked, “So, what do you think of our army?”

      Though still bound in chains, Meng Huo remained unconvinced. After the tour, he replied proudly, “Before, I didn’t truly understand your capabilities. That’s why I lost. But now that I’ve seen your camps and troops? Honestly, they’re nothing extraordinary. If you’re really that confident, release me. I’ll regroup my forces and come back. Then, we’ll see who truly wins.”

      Zhuge Liang realized that Meng Huo hadn’t truly surrendered yet. With a calm demeanor, he said, “Alright then. Go ahead—regroup your men, and we’ll fight once more.” Without hesitation, he released Meng Huo on the spot.

      True to his word, Meng Huo returned to gather his forces again and came back for another battle. But once again, the outcome was the same—he was defeated and captured.

      And so it went: capture, release, repeat.

      According to legend, Zhuge Liang captured and released Meng Huo a total of seven times. This is where the famous story of the "Seven Captures of Meng Huo" originates. In the rich traditions of storytelling and dramatic retellings, this tale is often presented with even greater flair and excitement.

      Determined to turn the tide, Meng Huo summoned all kinds of reinforcements—some truly extraordinary. Among them was a warrior queen famed for her fierce combat skills, soldiers who fought alongside wild beasts, and even troops clad in armor woven from rattan, famously known as the Rattan Armored Soldiers.

      Yet, despite these bizarre and specialized forces, none proved a match for Zhuge Liang. Time and again, he found clever ways to outmaneuver and defeat each one.

      When Zhuge Liang captured Meng Huo for the seventh time, he said, “I know you’re still not fully convinced. Go back home for now. If you remain unsatisfied, feel free to return again.”

      But this time, Meng Huo was deeply moved. He admired Zhuge Liang’s wisdom and was genuinely touched by his mercy. “You’ve already released me seven times,” he said. “Usually, three times would be enough, but you went far beyond that. I can’t pretend not to understand kindness. Your power and virtue are unmatched. From now on, we Southerners will never rebel again.”

      With Meng Huo’s full loyalty finally secured, Zhuge Liang led his troops further south. Shu Han’s six divisions gathered in triumph near Dian Lake, and all the rebellions in Nanzhong were brought under control. The southern campaign had, for the most part, ended in victory.

      Once the rebellion was quelled, Zhuge Liang immediately turned his attention to governing the region. Over time, countless tales and legends about him began to circulate throughout Nanzhong. Among the most famous is the story that the meat bun—originally known as mantou—was invented by Zhuge Liang during his southern campaign.

      But why did Zhuge Liang create the meat bun? And what’s the story behind the name mantou?

      After pacifying the four commanderies of Yizhou, the Shu forces returned to Chengdu. To establish lasting cooperation between the local tribal leaders and the Shu government, Zhuge Liang spared no effort in appointing respected local elites to positions of authority. He wanted them to serve as administrators at various levels of government throughout Nanzhong.

      Some people warned him against this, arguing, “They’re not from our culture, and their hearts can’t be trusted.”

      But Zhuge Liang was firm in his decision. He explained that if they refused to appoint locals as officials and instead installed outsiders, they’d have no choice but to leave a military force behind to keep order. And stationing troops there would create a massive logistical headache—supplying the army with food and resources over such a distance was the first major problem.

      On top of that, the Yi people had just come out of a brutal war. Many families had lost fathers and brothers, and the wounds and resentments were still raw. If the government put outsiders in charge but didn’t back it up with a military presence, it would only spark even more unrest—that was the second big issue.

      Third, many of the Yi tribal rebels had previously killed or driven out local officials. They were fully aware of the gravity of their crimes and deeply alienated from the Shu Han government. If outsiders were installed in power, it would be nearly impossible for them to earn the trust of the local people. So, if the goal was to avoid stationing troops, bypass the logistical nightmare of transporting supplies, and still enforce laws while maintaining stable governance, the only feasible solution was to allow the Yi people to appoint officials from among themselves. This way, both the Yi and the Han could coexist peacefully.

      Therefore, Zhuge Liang began recruiting prominent local figures like Meng Huo and appointed them to official positions. Their primary duty was straightforward: to supply the central government and military with resources such as gold, lacquer, oxen, and warhorses.

      As for those tribal leaders wielding real power and enjoying strong local support, Zhuge Liang summoned them to Chengdu and granted them high-ranking titles and salaries. Meng Huo, for instance, was appointed as Censorate Assistant Minister, responsible for oversight and inspection.

      Zhuge Liang undertook all these efforts to fortify ethnic unity and lay down a solid foundation for long-term governance in the region. He reorganized the original four commanderies of Nanzhong into six, a strategic move designed to reduce the risk of rebellion. The reasoning was straightforward—splitting power into smaller units meant that if one commandery attempted to revolt, its strength would be significantly diminished.

      After capturing Meng Huo seven times and pacifying the entire Nanzhong region, Zhuge Liang shifted his focus towards boosting the local economy, with a particular emphasis on agriculture. He dispatched officials tasked with promoting more advanced and efficient farming methods.

      Prior to these reforms, the local tribes primarily practiced slash-and-burn farming, a rudimentary and inefficient technique. However, following training and guidance, they quickly learned to plow fields using oxen and implement irrigation systems. Beyond agriculture, they also acquired skills in weaving brocade and mastering various other crafts, marking a notable advancement in their craftsmanship and overall livelihood.

      Zhuge Liang was also a driving force behind ambitious water management projects. With the new irrigation systems in place, farmland expanded dramatically. Many of the tribal groups who had long lived deep in the mountains—surviving by hunting and gathering—began moving to the flatter lands. There, they settled down, building villages and gradually shifting their livelihoods toward farming and silk production.

      Thanks to these efforts, Nanzhong was finally developed in a substantial and lasting way, and Shu Han reaped significant rewards. Precious metals like gold and silver, along with oxen, warhorses, and other valuable resources from the region, steadily flowed into central Shu, providing a powerful boost to the kingdom’s economy.

      Beyond that, Zhuge Liang handpicked a group of strong, able-bodied men from among the local ethnic tribes and organized them into a military unit. Along with their families—amounting to more than ten thousand households in total—he relocated them to central Shu. This strategic move helped alleviate Shu Han’s growing manpower shortage and strengthened the kingdom’s defenses.

      These troops proved to be fierce in battle and highly effective. They became known as the “Flying Army,” an elite, top-tier force within the Shu military ranks.

      Zhuge Liang’s successful pacification of Nanzhong, coupled with the policies he implemented afterward, left a lasting and profound impact on the region’s development and ethnic unity.

      Because of this, touching stories and legends about Zhuge Liang have been passed down through the centuries in that region. Among the most famous is a tale involving the much-loved food we now know as mantou.

      In northern China, mantou refers to plain steamed buns without any filling. Interestingly, in the south, what northerners call baozi—stuffed buns—are often simply called mantou. If you’ve ever read Dream of the Red Chamber, you might recall that in ancient times, the word mantou actually meant a bun filled with meat.

      So, why was this meat-filled bun originally called mantou?

      Legend has it that when Zhuge Liang led his army across the Lujiang River in May and ventured into the barren southern lands, he encountered a disturbing custom among the local tribes. These tribes were known to cut off human heads and offer them as sacrifices to the river gods.

      After bringing peace to the region, Zhuge Liang patiently sat down with the locals. He spoke firmly, “This practice is far too cruel and must come to an end. No more cutting off heads for sacrifices. Instead, use pork, beef, or lamb. Wrap the meat in dough, shape it like a human head, and toss it into the river as an offering.”

      He went on, “Back in the days of the Xia, Shang, and Zhou dynasties, people used to bury live humans alongside the dead. But by the Qin and Han dynasties, clay figurines had taken the place of real people. This is the same idea. Do you all understand?”

      The food shaped like a human head was originally called mantou, which means ‘barbarian’s head.’ Over time, this evolved into the steamed bun we know today. In the north, when it has filling, it’s usually called baozi, while in the south, the old term mantou stuck around.

      During Zhuge Liang’s lifetime, the Yi tribes of Nanzhong never rebelled again. His campaign brought lasting peace to Shu Han’s southwestern borders, and he also managed to restore and maintain strong relations with Eastern Wu. These actions—both military and diplomatic—were integral parts of the grand strategy he had laid out long ago in his famous Longzhong Plan.

      So, with these goals accomplished, what kind of bold moves would Zhuge Liang lead Shu Han to make next?
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