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      The Northern and Southern Jin Dynasties: A History of China, PART ONE, sweeps you into the rise and collapse of empires—an era where ambition ruled, loyalties splintered, and survival became a craft honed by blood and wit. I wrote this book to resurrect those chaotic years: the founding of the Western Jin under Sima Yan; the lethal politicking of Empress Jia Nanfeng; and the War of the Eight Princes, which turned royal lineage into a battlefield. Every page is peopled with real men and women who fought, schemed, and dared to dream amid the ashes of a broken world.

      When Luoyang fell in flames, it was more than a city burning—it was the heart of an empire ripped open. From those ashes the north raised new powers: figures like Liu Yuan, who carved out Han Zhao, and his successor Liu Cong, who consolidated rule where Jin authority had collapsed. For a time two courts staked rival claims to China, each invoking the Mandate of Heaven while the land itself paid the price in blood and exile.

      A new generation of warlords then strode onto the stage. Shi Le rose from lowly beginnings and captivity to become a conqueror; his successor, Shi Hu, turned ruthless force into an empire built on fear. Ran Min unleashed a campaign of violence that reshaped the northern social and political order. Farther west, the bold and impetuous Fu Jian marched toward a destiny that culminated at the legendary Battle of Fei River—an encounter so decisive it altered the course of China’s fate. And while tyrants and would-be saviors fought, visionary leaders such as Murong Chui and Tuoba Gui set the foundations for dynasties that would soon dominate the north.

      This book doesn’t just tell who won or lost—it shows what it felt like to live through it. Imagine the palace intrigues where a whispered rumor could be deadlier than a sword, generals staking everything on one desperate gamble, and poets who still managed to find strange, aching beauty in a world drowning in war. Walk beside emperors and rebels, schemers and dreamers, as they fight not just for power but for a place that will be remembered in history.

      If the Three Kingdoms ever gripped your imagination, consider this the next great chapter. The Jin dynasties and the turbulent age that followed—the Eastern and Western Jin, and then the era of the Northern and Southern Dynasties—invite you to step into an age of heroes, villains, and survivors, where the fall of one empire splintered into dozens of new realms and set the stage for a hundred different stories to unfold.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE BIRTH OF WESTERN JIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Today, let’s plunge into the wild, twisting saga that was the Jin and Southern–Northern Dynasties. Now, just hearing those names can give some folks a headache—and honestly, who can blame them? That stretch of history is a tangled web: kingdoms springing up and toppling like dominoes, rulers swapping places faster than you can keep track. It’s utter chaos, no doubt about it. But here’s the thing—that very chaos is what makes this era so captivating.

      If the Three Kingdoms era was all about splitting apart and coming back together in a never-ending cycle, then the Jin and Southern–Northern Dynasties were caught in a similar loop. Sometimes things would unite, only to shatter apart again. Waves of warlords and ambitious men rose and fell, but no matter how many tried, none could hold the spotlight for long. It was like panning for gold, only to never quite find that one shining nugget that could withstand the pressure.

      And here’s the kicker: during this time, the ones you’d expect to rule forever—those fierce warriors with grand titles—weren’t always felled by stronger foes or treacherous traitors. Nope. More often than not, they were taken down by some nobody you never even saw coming.

      And just when you thought that some “nobody” was finally about to make it big, they'd suddenly get wiped out by another random face in the crowd. It really felt like, in a world like that, anyone could snatch the crown—if only for a fleeting moment.

      But despite all the chaos, bloodshed, and constant power struggles, this wasn’t a time devoid of culture. Far from it. Poets and artists were still thriving. Take the elegant gathering at the Orchid Pavilion—ring any bells? One of the big names there was Wang Xizhi. The man’s calligraphy? Truly on another level. Then there was Tao Yuanming, famously known as “Mr. Five Willows.” His poems about nature and simple living carried a serene depth that still resonates today. And don’t overlook the poets from the Xie family—both the elder and the younger generations. They painted nature with words in a way that made you feel like you were right there in the mountains with them.

      Yes, all these legendary writers emerged during what many call a messy age. So, what kind of hidden stories does this period really hold? Let’s rewind and find out—starting with the founding of the Jin Dynasty. And for that, we’ve got to talk about the super-famous Sima family.

      If you’ve tuned into my 5000-year series covering the late Han dynasty and the Three Kingdoms period, then the Sima family shouldn’t be strangers to you. Their climb to power was drenched in blood at every twist and turn. Take Sima Yi, for instance—the very man Cao Pi trusted enough to appoint as one of his top advisors before his death. Sounds like a loyal ally, right? Well, not exactly.

      Sima Yi pulled off a decisive coup at the Gaoping Tombs. That move hit like a bombshell, shattering the entire power structure of the Cao Wei regime. After that, he wasted no time. He methodically eliminated his biggest rival at court, General Cao Shuang. With that obstacle out of the way, Sima Yi firmly grasped both military and political control.

      And his sons? Yeah, they were no better.

      His eldest brother, Sima Shi, was ruthless. He didn’t hesitate to eliminate top officials to ensure no one dared challenge him. And we’re not talking about quiet removals—he wiped out entire families, sometimes three generations at once. He even deposed Emperor Cao Fang as if the throne were just a toy to be played with.

      Then came his younger brother, Sima Zhao. If anything, he was even more merciless. The same brutal pattern continued—he killed ministers and dragged their families down with them. But he didn’t stop at just deposing an emperor. No, he went all the way and had Emperor Cao Mao assassinated. After that, he installed a new puppet, Cao Huan, to occupy the throne.

      This brazen power grab is exactly why the old saying came about: “Sima Zhao’s intentions are known even by the people on the street.” Right?

      Later, during the Western Jin period, one emperor heard the full story of how his ancestors had clawed their way to the top. The moment he listened, he was so embarrassed he pulled the covers over his head and just lay there in bed, utterly ashamed. He sighed deeply and said, “If our family truly rose to power like this... then all the troubles we've faced since were completely of our own making. What they did back then was beyond disgraceful.”

      Then came Sima Zhao’s son—Sima Yan. This guy wasn’t content with being second-in-command anymore. He was done playing nice. In the end, he mercilessly yanked Emperor Cao Huan off the throne without a shred of mercy.

      In February of the year 266, Sima Yan officially declared himself emperor, marking the beginning of the Jin Dynasty—what we now call the Western Jin. He gave the former emperor, Cao Huan, a new title: “Prince of Chenliu.” Then he kicked him out of Luoyang and made it clear—no stepping into the capital unless summoned. Just like that, after years of scheming and power struggles, the Sima family finally reached the top.

      Once Sima Yan ascended the throne, he began pondering deeply: How could he ensure the Sima family would hold onto this empire for generations to come? He chose to learn from history. When the Cao Wei regime was first established, its leaders faced the same challenge—how to keep power firmly within the family. To secure their rule, they imposed strict rules designed to tightly control their royal relatives.

      Sure, those princes bearing the Cao surname were granted grand titles and honors. But real military power? That was out of the question. At best, they commanded a small contingent of elderly, feeble soldiers—just enough to guard their residences. And freedom? Forget about it. They weren't even allowed to travel freely. Want to take a trip during holidays? Absolutely not. Their movements were confined to a narrow radius of thirty li—roughly fifteen kilometers—around their estates.

      It only got harsher. To prevent these princes from forging alliances with local powers or stirring up unrest, the court constantly shuffled their fiefs. New territory here, new territory there—they were never allowed to settle down. With such tight restrictions in place, the Cao royal family stood no chance of making a bid for the throne.

      But this setup had a huge downside. If someone outside the Cao family started meddling with the court, or if the emperor himself found himself in danger, those princes didn’t have the strength to raise an army to help. In the end, they could only stand by and watch the entire Cao Wei regime crumble—dragging them down along with it.

      Sima Yan knew all too well that his own family had exploited the weaknesses within the Cao Wei regime to seize power. Now that he was emperor himself, he was determined not to repeat those mistakes. So the very first thing he did after ascending the throne was to go all out—really all out—on handing out royal titles, much like Liu Bang did back in the Han Dynasty.

      He held nothing back. Right from the start, he appointed twenty-seven princes. But even that didn’t feel like enough, so he kept adding more. Eventually, the total number of royal princes reached fifty-seven—setting a record in Chinese history for the most kings officially appointed by a legitimate dynasty. And no, we’re definitely not counting uprisings like the Taiping Rebellion here.

      What’s more, these princes weren’t just figureheads. They were granted genuine authority—not merely over some minor patch of land, but in some cases, entire commanderies as their personal territories.

      Even so, Sima Yan wasn’t completely at ease. Many of these royal relatives were stationed far from Luoyang, the capital, and that unsettled him. To ensure the city’s security was airtight, he entrusted several of his most trusted family members with major military commands, dispatching them to guard critical strongholds such as Xu Chang, Ye City, and Chang’an—all key strategic points designed to shield Luoyang from potential threats.

      After putting all these measures in place, Sima Yan finally felt a bit more at peace. What he didn’t foresee, however, was that this very act—his extensive power-sharing within the family—would sow the seeds of endless turmoil for the Jin Dynasty in the years to come.

      We’ll get into that mess later. For now, let’s switch gears. While Sima Yan was busy handing out titles and rewards in the political arena, what was he doing on the economic front?

      He saw how years of relentless warfare had crushed the common people. Life was tough—really tough. Most folks had already lost their land. Some had sold it just to survive; others had it seized outright. Meanwhile, the rich and powerful? They could grab land however they pleased. Even a low-ranking general with barely any official title could end up owning hundreds of acres of prime farmland.

      To tackle the land crisis, Sima Yan introduced a new economic framework known as the “Household Land and Tax System.” It was made up of three key components: the Land Occupation Law, the Household Tax System, and a regulation detailing how officials could claim land and take on dependents. Among these, the Land Occupation Law was the centerpiece.

      So, what was that all about? Simply put, it meant that every farmer was legally entitled to hold farmland. But not everyone received the same amount. How much land you got depended on your age and gender—people were grouped and allocated land accordingly. This system finally gave ordinary folks a piece of land to call their own. And with that land came stability. Once their lives steadied, they were less likely to resist paying rent or taxes.

      But nothing is ever that simple. As the Jin Dynasty’s economy grew stronger, another trend began to emerge: a growing taste for luxury. It was like a household where the husband works tirelessly to earn the money, while the wife spends the day indulging in fancy shopping sprees without a care in the world. You can imagine how frustrating that must have been.

      Sima Yan noticed this imbalance and realized it couldn’t continue. So, he issued an order banning government officials from living extravagantly. He urged everyone to embrace frugality and simple living as a moral virtue. But that command? It mostly fell on deaf ears. The officials didn’t take it seriously at all.

      Then one day, a royal doctor from the imperial hospital decided to win favor with Sima Yan by presenting him with an extraordinary gift: a “pheasant-head robe.” If you’ve never heard of it, this robe was crafted entirely from the vibrant feathers found on the heads and necks of wild pheasants. Those feathers are strikingly colorful—bright, shimmering, and impossible to miss. But here’s the catch: each pheasant only sports a tiny patch of those feathers. So to assemble a full robe from them? That was an incredible challenge.

      This made the “pheasant-head robe” not just rare, but extravagantly expensive.

      When Emperor Wu of Jin received the gift, he proudly paraded it before the entire court, wearing it himself and inviting the officials to admire its dazzling beauty. The moment they laid eyes on it, gasps of amazement filled the room. Ministers showered it with praise, unable to hide their awe. And the royal doctor who had given this precious gift? He was riding high—his face practically glowing with pride.

      But then came the twist no one saw coming. Right there and then, Sima Yan ordered the extravagant robe to be set ablaze. As the flames climbed higher, he glanced around solemnly and declared, “This gaudy, flashy garment is ridiculous. If anyone dares to bring me something like this again, they will face punishment.”

      The room fell into an oppressive silence. Every official froze in place. From that day forward, no one dared present the emperor with anything lavish. The thought of flaunting luxury before him vanished completely.

      While Sima Yan was steering Western Jin along a path of growth and consolidation, things were unraveling disastrously in the state of Wu. At that time, Wu’s ruler was its last emperor—Sun Hao. He was infamous far and wide as a cruel tyrant with a penchant for brutality. His punishments were grotesque—skinning victims alive, gouging out their eyes, chopping off their feet, you name it. But the most horrifying method of all? Sawing people in half while they were still alive.

      One time, there was a robbery in the marketplace. Word of it quickly reached a man named Chen Sheng, the Commander of Market Affairs. His job was to manage trade and maintain order in the public markets. When Chen Sheng heard what had happened, he was furious. How dare someone cause trouble right under his watch! Without hesitation, he ordered the thief to be arrested.

      But then came a shocking twist—the robber was actually a servant of one of Sun Hao’s favorite concubines.

      When Sun Hao got the news, he completely lost his temper. In his mind, he thought, “You’ve got to show respect to the master before you lay a hand on the dog. Chen Sheng clearly doesn’t value his own life!” Yet, despite his fury, Sun Hao didn’t act rashly. He knew it wouldn’t look good if he intervened too openly. So he kept his anger bottled up, waiting patiently for the right moment.

      Not long after that, Sun Hao found a pretext to have Chen Sheng arrested. Without hesitation, he ordered his men to heat a saw blade until it glowed a fiery red. Then, with chilling crunches, they sawed through Chen Sheng’s neck right before everyone’s eyes.

      The cruelty was too much for some court officials to bear. They stepped forward, pleading with the emperor to halt these savage acts. But Sun Hao snapped with terrifying rage. “Still not afraid of death? Perfect—Chen Sheng shouldn’t have to face the afterlife alone. You can join him!” he bellowed. Without a second thought, he had that official beaten to death on the spot with the metal ring on a sword hilt.

      With a ruler like that, it was obvious Wu was doomed. The only real question was when, not if.

      Finally, in November of the year 279, the campaign to obliterate Wu was launched. Emperor Wu of Jin, Sima Yan, unleashed a massive invasion force, advancing relentlessly by both land and river, all converging on Jianye. The Jin army was unstoppable, slicing through enemy lines like a sharp blade through silk. Before long, the kingdom of Wu was no more.

      The renowned Tang Dynasty poet Liu Zongyuan later captured this very moment in his famous poem “Reflections on Xisai Mountain.” It goes:

      “Wang Jun’s towering ships surged down from Yizhou,

      The royal aura of Jinling dimmed and waned.

      A thousand chains sank deep beneath the riverbed,

      While a single flag of surrender rose above Stone City.”

      “How many times have we mourned the past?

      The mountains still linger by the cold river’s flow.

      Now that the world shares a single home,

      Old forts whisper through the autumn reeds in sorrow.”

      I’ve always had a soft spot for this poem—mainly because I’m a fan of bold, powerful historical poetry. Starting with the Yellow Turban Rebellion in 184 CE, China was plunged into nearly a century of fragmentation and chaos. That long period of division finally came to an end. This was the first time China had been unified since the Qin Dynasty.

      But here’s something worth noting: the unification under the Western Jin wasn’t the same as what happened under the Qin. Why? Because the two came from completely different backgrounds.

      Before Qin rose to power, during the Spring and Autumn Period, Qi was the dominant state. At that time, Qin was actually weak and underdeveloped. So why did people later refer to Qin’s army as a “pack of tigers and wolves”? It’s because they were ruthless. Qin lagged behind in many ways back then, and when it came to warfare, they heavily relied on brutal tactics.

      It wasn’t until Duke Mu of Qin threw his weight behind Shang Yang’s sweeping reforms that the tide truly began to turn. From that point on, Qin steadily grew stronger, expanding its influence bit by bit. By the time Qin Shi Huang ascended to power, the state was primed and ready to make its move. After a decade of grueling military campaigns, Qin Shi Huang finally succeeded in uniting all six rival states under a single banner.

      Now, let’s shift to the Western Jin. This dynasty essentially inherited the territory and resources of the Cao Wei regime, which was already far ahead—especially economically—compared to its southern rival, Eastern Wu. So when war erupted between Jin and Wu, the outcome was hardly in doubt. The Jin forces held a massive advantage and, within just a few short months, they crushed Wu and brought the entire realm under their control.

      Following this, China entered a relatively peaceful and prosperous period that historians have dubbed the “Taikang Prosperity.” This name comes from the reign title of Emperor Wu of Jin—Sima Yan—who ruled under the era name “Taikang.” At this point, it’s easy to imagine just how much his ego must have swelled.

      One day, Emperor Wu of Jin, known as Sima Yan, asked one of his officials, a man named Liu Yi, “Tell me, which emperors from the Eastern or Western Han do you think I can be compared to?”

      Sima Yan saw himself as being on par with some of the greatest rulers in history—at the very least, he believed he deserved to be compared to Han Gaozu or Emperor Wu of Han. So when Liu Yi gave his answer, it completely caught him off guard. Liu Yi said that Emperor Wu of Jin was more like Emperor Huan or Emperor Ling of the Eastern Han.

      Now, if you know your history, you’ll understand why that stung. Huan and Ling were notorious for being incompetent, indulgent rulers whose poor decisions helped bring the Eastern Han dynasty to its knees. So why did Liu Yi say that?

      Well, after Sima Yan conquered the state of Wu, he didn’t just inherit their land and army—he also acquired something else: their palace women. People often say a king’s harem holds “three thousand beauties,” but for Sima Yan, that number barely scratched the surface. His collection of palace women was far larger—probably at least three times as many.

      Seeing this enormous number, Sima Yan realized that if he brought all these women into the palace, it would be completely packed from wall to wall. They’d need an entirely new complex just to house them all. Besides, let’s be honest—not every one of them was breathtakingly beautiful. So he personally selected 5,000 of the most stunning women and added them to his harem.

      After that, his mind drifted far away from the affairs of the empire. The only thing on his mind was wrapping up work early so he could escape to the palace and enjoy himself. Life turned into one endless party. But with so many women, he soon faced a new problem—how to decide which one to visit each night?

      So he came up with a “solution.” He arranged for a large cart, loaded with fine wine and exquisite dishes. Each evening, he would hop onto the cart and simply let it roll wherever it pleased. Wherever it stopped, that’s where he’d spend the night.

      The cart was pulled by sheep, earning it the nickname the “Sheep Cart.” Before long, the palace was filled with this strange little ritual—wherever the sheep wandered, that’s where the emperor would go.

      As time passed, the women in the harem began to feel uneasy. Whether or not the emperor visited any of them was left entirely to chance. Naturally, they started scheming. Some left bamboo leaves—the sheep’s favorite treat—outside their doors. Others sprinkled salt near their gates, knowing that sheep loved licking salty things.

      To get the sheep to stop at their doors, the palace women pulled out all the stops. And to be fair, their clever tricks actually worked—for a while. But as time went on, word spread like wildfire. Soon, everyone was doing the same thing. Bamboo leaves littered the palace grounds, and salt was scattered everywhere, driving the prices of both bamboo and salt in Luoyang through the roof.

      Even the sheep grew picky, turning their noses up at the usual treats. Yet despite all this, many palace women never once caught a glimpse of Emperor Sima Yan. It was a sorrowful scene—thousands of women, each as beautiful as a flower, trapped inside the palace walls without so much as a single glance from the emperor.

      As the saying goes, “When the head is rotten, the body cannot remain clean.” The emperor’s obsession with pleasure and luxury quickly infected the entire country. Officials competed fiercely to outdo one another—who could live more extravagantly, who could flaunt greater wealth. Frugality became a mark of shame. The whole social atmosphere soured—it was a painful sight to behold.

      A perfect example of this corrupt lifestyle was the fierce rivalry between Shi Chong and Wang Kai. At the time, three men were famous across the land for their staggering wealth. One was Yang Xiu, the commander of the imperial guards. Another was Wang Kai, the emperor’s uncle and a powerful general. And then there was Shi Chong, a court official holding the modest title of Sanqi Changshi.

      Now, Yang Xiu and Wang Kai enjoyed close family ties to the emperor, which granted them far more political clout than Shi Chong. But when it came to sheer wealth? They simply couldn’t match him.

      Naturally, people began to wonder—how did Shi Chong, a man with such a minor post, manage to amass such outrageous riches?

      Turns out, Shi Chong used to be the governor of Jingzhou, a key region bustling with foreign diplomats and merchants. He exploited this position to the fullest. Shi Chong commanded his men to extort travelers and traders, and when that wasn’t enough, he even turned to robbery and murder—essentially acting like a high-ranking bandit.

      Over time, Shi Chong amassed a tremendous fortune, becoming one of the wealthiest men of his era.

      After resigning as governor of Jingzhou, Shi Chong invested vast wealth into transforming the outskirts of Luoyang. There, in a place called Jin Gu Yuan—Golden Valley Garden—he created a breathtaking estate filled with elegant pavilions, ornate towers, and meticulously crafted landscapes. Every detail was thoughtfully designed; no expense was spared. He named it “Golden Valley,” making it his personal paradise. Each day, he would ascend a tall terrace to gaze over the crystal-clear stream below, surrounded by beautiful women. Life couldn’t have been more perfect—it was like living in a dream.

      One day, Shi Chong caught wind of a rumor: the emperor’s brother-in-law, Wang Kai, was actually the richest man in Luoyang. That news didn’t sit well with him. Fired up and determined, Shi Chong resolved to prove who the true king of wealth really was.

      When he heard that Wang Kai’s kitchen staff used sugar water just to clean their pots, Shi Chong scoffed. “That’s nothing,” he declared. Without hesitation, he ordered his own cooks to stop using ordinary firewood and switch to burning candles instead. From then on, Shi Chong’s household cooked their meals by candlelight. The story spread like wildfire, stunning everyone—after all, most families were lucky to even afford firewood. Shi Chong? He was literally setting wax on fire. That spectacle sealed the deal; everyone agreed that he had outdone Wang Kai.

      But Wang Kai wasn’t about to back down. Determined to reclaim the title of wealthiest, he devised an even flashier display. He had massive silk screens erected on both sides of the road leading to his mansion. This wasn’t just any fabric—it was purple silk, painstakingly woven and stretched along a forty-li stretch, roughly twenty kilometers long. Anyone visiting Wang Kai’s home had to walk through this jaw-dropping silk-lined avenue.

      The moment it was finished, all of Luoyang was abuzz with excitement. People simply couldn’t stop talking about it.

      Everyone who laid eyes on Wang Kai’s lavish silk-covered road was utterly stunned. The buzz went around: “The emperor’s uncle really is loaded—he actually built a forty-li-long screen made entirely of purple silk!”

      When Shi Chong caught wind of this, he just sneered dismissively. “Please,” he scoffed, “is that the best he can do?” Without hesitation, he ordered his servants to construct an even longer screen—fifty li—and to use materials even more expensive than purple silk. It had to be longer, grander, and more impressive in every possible way.

      That move crushed Wang Kai. Once again, he lost. Furious and humiliated, he couldn’t take it anymore. So he stormed straight to the emperor—his nephew, Sima Yan—and complained, “Your Majesty, I’m your uncle! How could I let a nobody like Shi Chong outshine me? Doesn’t that make you look bad, too?”

      But by then, Emperor Wu of Jin was no longer the ambitious ruler he once had been. With a casual tone, he said, “You’re my uncle. You can’t be losing to someone like that.” Then he added, “I have this coral tree—it’s over two feet tall. It’s rare and beautiful. I’ll give it to you. Take it, and show it off to Shi Chong. He won’t be able to top that.”

      With imperial backing, Wang Kai’s confidence soared. He quickly invited Shi Chong and several other officials over for a feast. After a few rounds of drinks and several dishes, Wang Kai stood up and said, “Gentlemen, I have a rare treasure I’d like to show you.”

      He gestured to his maid, who cautiously carried out the coral tree.

      The guests collectively gasped in awe. It was truly breathtaking—over two feet tall, intricately branched, the kind of treasure that would fetch a fortune even if it were only a fraction of that size. And this particular piece had been gifted directly by the emperor himself. Everyone lavished it with praise—everyone, that is, except Shi Chong.

      He remained seated, his face as impassive as stone. Then, without uttering a single word, his eyes landed on an iron ruyi scepter resting on the table. Without hesitation, he grabbed it and brought it crashing down right onto the coral tree.

      In an instant, the emperor’s treasured coral shattered into countless pieces.

      Everyone froze in shock at what had just happened. Wang Kai erupted in anger. “You smashed it on purpose!” he shouted. “It’s pathetic how jealous you are. Are you really so broke that you can’t stand anyone else having something nice? This was a gift from the emperor, and you just destroyed it!”

      But Shi Chong remained perfectly calm, completely unfazed. “Relax, Your Excellency,” he said smoothly. “No need to get worked up over something like this. My house is full of things like that. I’ll replace it exactly.”

      Without missing a beat, Shi Chong dispatched one of his attendants back home. Not long after, the servant returned—carrying seven or eight coral trees. Each was three to four feet tall, towering over Wang Kai’s original coral piece. But these weren’t just bigger; they were stunning, with graceful branches and brilliantly vivid hues that dazzled the eye.

      Wang Kai glanced from them to his own broken coral, and finally it dawned on him—he was completely outmatched. Shi Chong’s wealth wasn’t just greater; it was on a whole different plane. All he could do was sigh and concede, “You win.”

      That absurd competition came to an end with Shi Chong standing as the undisputed victor. News of his staggering fortune quickly spread throughout Luoyang.

      But not everyone found it amusing. One official, disgusted by the whole spectacle, submitted a memorial to Emperor Wu. In it, he warned that Shi Chong’s extravagant behavior was fostering a culture of reckless spending and wastefulness. This trend, he insisted, was as dangerous as any natural disaster. What’s more, he reminded the emperor that his own cherished coral tree had been shattered in plain sight. Didn’t such an affront deserve consequences?

      But Sima Yan paid no mind. If anything, the incident revealed the kind of ruler he had become—one who refrained from harshly punishing his officials. In his view, unless someone was plotting to usurp the throne or undermine the government, breaking a coral tree wasn’t worth fussing over. If anything, it only made the dynasty appear even more opulent.

      And so, Emperor Wu continued to indulge in luxury, chasing pleasures while neglecting the serious business of governing the realm. Time slipped away, and ten years later—in the year 290—Sima Yan’s life drew to a close. After his death, the Western Jin embarked on an entirely different chapter.
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            EMPRESS JIA’S DEADLY GAME

          

        

      

    

    
      When Emperor Wu of Jin, known as Sima Yan, finally ascended the throne, he reunited the fractured lands and established the Jin Dynasty. For a while, things seemed to be on the right track. But as he aged—especially in his later years—he began to slack off. He grew careless with his responsibilities, indulged in pleasures, and paid little heed to the affairs of the state. The court mirrored his neglect, and soon the entire country was swept up in lavish excess. Morality was cast aside, and chaos slowly crept in. In 290 CE, at the age of 54, Sima Yan passed away.

      After the emperor’s death, his son, Sima Zhong, took the throne. He would later be known as Emperor Hui of Jin. So, what happened to the empire under his reign? Well... let’s just say it didn’t go well. Sima Zhong became famous—not for his achievements, but for quite the opposite. While his father had his flaws, Sima Zhong was widely remembered as one of the most clueless emperors in all of Chinese history.

      There’s a famous quote that’s often brought up when people talk about him: “Why don’t they just eat porridge with meat?” One year, a devastating famine struck. The situation was dire. Some say it began with palace maids whispering nervously, fearing that natural disasters had already claimed countless lives. Others say it was the ministers who bravely reported to Sima Zhong, explaining with grave concern that the people were starving and dying. Faced with this reality, Sima Zhong looked utterly bewildered. With a blank expression, he genuinely asked, “How could people just die for no reason?”

      At that moment, either a palace maid or an official stepped forward to explain that people were dying because they had nothing to eat—they were literally starving. Sima Zhong fell silent. He didn’t utter a word for some time, just sat there deep in thought, as if wrestling with a puzzle. Then he spoke a question that stunned everyone into silence: “If the people don’t have millet to eat, why don’t they just have meat porridge?”

      What he was really asking was, if the grain ran out, why not simply switch to something else—like meat porridge? To him, it was that straightforward. It was as if he was saying, “Look, I’ve never really eaten plain grain in my life. I’ve been eating meat since I was a child and turned out just fine. So why can’t they do the same?” No one knew how to respond. From that moment on, the nickname “the foolish emperor” clung to him like a shadow.

      Naturally, people began to wonder—how did someone like this end up on the throne in the first place? Everyone knew Sima Yan had a massive harem and a ton of children. So why hand the empire to someone so obviously lacking even the most basic common sense to rule? It turns out he had 28 sons in total. Even after discounting those who died young, 18 remained. But Sima Zhong wasn’t just any son—he was the eldest legitimate one. Among Sima Yan’s sons, only three were born to the empress: the eldest, Sima Gui; the second, Sima Zhong; and the youngest, Sima Jian. Sima Gui died early, which made Sima Zhong the rightful heir by default.

      And Sima Yan truly embraced the principle of “the eldest legitimate son inherits” with great seriousness. Why? Well, the truth is, the Sima family hadn’t exactly earned their power through clean or proper means. Many scholars and officials still harbored doubts about whether the Jin Dynasty genuinely deserved to be recognized as the rightful ruler of China. To quell such criticism and establish a clear sense of order, Sima Yan firmly upheld the tradition of passing the throne to the eldest legitimate son.

      Moreover, Sima Yan himself had benefited from this very system. During the lifetime of his father, Sima Zhao, it was clear that Sima Zhao favored his second son, Sima You. In fact, Sima Zhao—who held the title of Prince of Jin—seriously contemplated passing his legacy to Sima You instead. It came close to happening. However, a group of ministers strongly opposed this move and insisted on adhering to tradition. Consequently, Sima Zhao abandoned the idea. Had Sima Yan gone against the same principle later, it would have appeared as though he was courting trouble for himself.

      The rise of Sima Zhong to crown prince—and eventually emperor—was not solely about tradition. Behind the scenes, two remarkably influential women played pivotal roles in making this a reality. One of them was his mother, Empress Yang Yan. She hailed from a powerful and well-established family, whose ancestors had held significant positions in the imperial court for generations. Not only was she stunningly beautiful, but she was also talented and graceful. Sima Yan adored her deeply, and her influence over him was so strong that her words could easily sway his decisions.

      There was a time when Sima Yan was casually chatting with Empress Yang and voiced his concerns about their son. He sighed deeply and said, “This crown prince hasn’t shown much progress. I worry he might not be ready to bear the heavy burden of the empire someday.” Empress Yang immediately caught the tone and, clearly unsettled, quickly responded, “Your Majesty, our son may be a bit slow, but he possesses a kind heart and is truly honest. If we can find him a good teacher, someone truly learned, he will definitely improve.”

      Sima Yan wasn’t fully convinced. He replied, “It’s not too late to make a change. Even if we name the third son instead, it could still work.” But Empress Yang shook her head firmly and said, “He has already been officially named crown prince. That’s not something we can just change on a whim. Now that Your Majesty is on the throne, Zhong is the legitimate heir—both by birth and by seniority. If we start to tamper with these established rules, the entire court could descend into chaos.”

      Her tone left no room for argument, and Sima Yan didn’t press the matter further. Even later, whenever the emperor thought about replacing the crown prince, each time he was gently but firmly stopped by Empress Yang.

      Behind Emperor Hui—Sima Zhong—stood another crucial figure who played a massive role in securing his throne: his wife, Jia Nanfeng. She hailed from an influential aristocratic family, the daughter of Jia Chong, a major political heavyweight of the time. Rumor had it that Jia Nanfeng was shockingly unattractive. Her body was oddly proportioned, with almost equal upper and lower halves, making her look like a walking square. Her head appeared oversized compared to her short stature—essentially a “four-heads-tall” frame. Her skin bore a dark bluish hue, her nostrils flared upward, and right above her eyebrow sat a large, jet-black mole that was impossible to miss. But don’t let her looks fool you—this woman was seriously cunning. She didn’t become crown princess by chance. It was her father Jia Chong who wielded his influence to arrange this marriage.

      At one point, Sima Yan began to wonder whether all the lessons and tutoring had made any difference in his son’s abilities. He decided it was time to test Sima Zhong’s competence. So, he sent him a few official documents to review and comment on, just to see how much he had improved. To ensure no one was secretly helping him, Sima Yan even temporarily sent all of Zhong’s staff away.

      When the papers landed on Sima Zhong’s desk, he stared at them in utter confusion. Not only could he not grasp their meaning—he couldn’t even read most of the words. He had no idea how to respond, let alone make any meaningful edits or notes.

      Jia Nanfeng quickly realized what was happening and immediately summoned her husband’s tutor. She pleaded with the tutor to assist, and without hesitation, the man picked up his brush and effortlessly crafted a flawless essay. The language was refined, the style graceful—an absolutely impeccable piece of writing. Even Jia Nanfeng had to admit, upon reading it, that the essay was beautifully composed.

      Yet, she hesitated. Something felt off. The essay was far too polished—so polished that it starkly contradicted the common perception of Sima Zhong. She knew her husband well enough to understand that no one would ever believe such a masterful piece came from him. So what could she do now?

      In the end, Jia Nanfeng had Sima Zhong painstakingly copy out a much simpler version of the essay—retaining the same core ideas but stripped down to a far more basic style—and submitted that version to Sima Yan.

      When Sima Yan received the revised essay that Sima Zhong had sent him, he sat down and carefully examined it. It wasn’t flawless, of course—but it wasn’t awful either. At the very least, it showed some basic signs of logical thinking, which was enough to calm Sima Yan’s worries. From that moment on, he stopped doubting his son’s capabilities. Thanks to the efforts of the Yang and Jia families, who worked tirelessly to conceal the underlying truths, Sima Yan chose to turn a blind eye to everything. Ultimately, Sima Zhong was officially crowned emperor.

      But once he ascended the throne, problems came rushing in. Could a man like him—clearly lacking in critical thinking and real decision-making skills—actually govern a country? The answer was clear. Sima Zhong quickly became nothing more than a puppet, wielding no real power over the government.

      So, who really controlled the court? Two figures: Yang Jun and Sima Liang. Let’s start with Yang Jun. His daughter was the empress of Emperor Wu—Sima Yan. However, to be clear, this Empress Yang was not the same person as Empress Yang Yan. The empress in question was Yang Zhi, the cousin of Yang Yan. That technically made her Sima Zhong’s aunt.

      Back when Yang Yan fell ill, she noticed that Sima Yan had begun to favor other consorts more and more. Worried that after her passing, her son Sima Zhong might lose his position and influence, she tearfully pleaded with the emperor on her deathbed, “My uncle’s daughter, Yang Zhi, is not only well-educated but also exceptionally beautiful—truly one in a million. Please, Your Majesty, bring her into the palace to join the ranks of the consorts.”

      Deeply moved by her heartfelt request, Sima Yan agreed. After Yang Yan’s death, Yang Zhi naturally rose to become the new empress. From that moment on, the Yang family’s power soared, establishing them as the most dominant and influential in-laws at court.

      Opposing this rise in power was the noble clan of the imperial princes, led by the Prince of Runan—Sima Liang, Sima Zhong’s fourth uncle. Renowned for his loyalty and strong leadership, he had earned the full trust of Sima Yan. In fact, Sima Yan deliberately appointed him alongside Yang Jun as joint regents for the young emperor. His intention was clear: to maintain a delicate balance between the royal in-laws and the imperial princes, hoping this would keep the court stable.

      What Sima Yan didn’t see coming was just how quickly the power dynamics would shift after his death. Soon after he passed away, the Yang family wasted no time tightening their grip on the throne. They acted swiftly and ruthlessly, leaving Sima Liang trapped in a political vise. With nowhere left to turn, Sima Liang stepped away from the chaos and retreated to his fief in Runan to keep a low profile.

      By then, the Yang family had solidified their control over the imperial court. Everything seemed to be falling into their hands. But not everyone was willing to accept this new reality. One person, in particular, couldn’t stand the idea—and that was Empress Jia Nanfeng, the famously unattractive yet fiercely ambitious wife of Emperor Hui.

      Like her father, Jia Chong, Jia Nanfeng harbored grand ambitions. She was determined to dive headfirst into politics and take the reins of the empire herself. But standing in her way was none other than Yang Jun, the man who had become the biggest barrier between her and true power. In her eyes, he was a pompous old fool who simply had to be removed. So, she quietly gathered her most trusted allies and began plotting how to eliminate him once and for all.

      After a long series of back-and-forth discussions, they finally settled on a cunning plan: kill with a borrowed knife. In other words, they needed someone else to do the dirty work on their behalf. But who could they use as that “borrowed knife”? After careful consideration, they concluded that the best candidate was Sima Liang, the Prince of Runan. He had a long-standing grudge against Yang Jun, and the animosity between them was well known—it seemed like the perfect setup.

      Within Jia Nanfeng’s circle of loyal followers, a man named Li Zhao stepped forward, volunteering to persuade Sima Liang to take action. “Let me try,” he offered. Jia Nanfeng gave a nod of approval. “Go ahead and see what you can do.”

      So Li Zhao set out to meet with Sima Liang. But things didn’t go as planned. Although Sima Liang harbored deep resentment toward Yang Jun, he simply lacked the courage to raise an army. After all, such an act would be seen as outright rebellion—a grave crime in their era. He was far too cautious to take such a perilous risk. Li Zhao tried every possible argument, talking endlessly to convince him, but it was all in vain.

      He couldn’t return empty-handed, so with no other options left, he sought out potential allies. To his surprise, two figures agreed to join the plan. The first was Sima Wei, the fifth son of Emperor Wu and the Prince of Chu. The second was Sima Yun, the ninth son of Emperor Wu and the Prince of Huainan. Among them, Sima Wei stood out—he was a “single-character” prince, a title that marked exceptional royal prestige.

      In February of 291, Sima Wei became the first to lead his troops into Luoyang. With this decisive move, the infamous War of the Eight Princes was officially underway.

      As Sima Wei’s forces reached the capital gates, Jia Nanfeng acted swiftly. She instructed Li Zhao to hurry to the emperor and lodge a formal accusation, charging Yang Jun with plotting rebellion. The strategy was clear: an inside-outside pincer attack—military pressure from Sima Wei’s forces outside, coupled with an official indictment from within the palace.

      At first, Emperor Sima Zhong refused to believe it. He simply couldn’t accept that Yang Jun, his formidable and influential in-law, could be guilty of treason. But Jia Nanfeng and Li Zhao didn’t ease off—they pressed him hard, persuading and pressuring relentlessly. Eventually, Sima Zhong relented and gave the order to arrest Yang Jun and his loyal supporters.

      Meanwhile, Yang Jun remained utterly oblivious. He was hosting a lavish banquet at his mansion, drinking and laughing with his guests, completely unaware that danger was closing in. By the time he sensed something was wrong, it was already too late. Caught off guard and defenseless, he was killed right there in his own home.

      With Yang Jun eliminated, Jia Nanfeng moved swiftly to consolidate power. She launched a ruthless purge, rounding up every one of Yang Jun’s family members and allies. The punishment was merciless—his entire family was wiped out. Not even Empress Yang Zhi was spared. She was stripped of her title and status, reduced to a commoner, and imprisoned in Jinyong City. The following year, she perished from starvation.

      With Yang Jun out of the picture, the power dynamics in the empire shifted once again. Yet, much to Jia Nanfeng’s frustration, she didn’t come out on top this time. Instead, it was Sima Wei—the very man who had marched into the capital—who seized the opportunity. Swiftly, he took command of the city’s defense forces and rose to become the most powerful figure in the empire overnight. His newfound influence sent shockwaves through the entire court.

      Jia Nanfeng was boiling with anger. After all her meticulous scheming, someone else had swooped in and snatched the prize right from under her nose. It felt like all her careful planning had been for nothing. But she wasn’t one to act rashly. Sometimes, the game is about patience and strategy. So she recalibrated her approach and began plotting her next moves.

      To shake things up, she had Emperor Sima Zhong issue an edict summoning Sima Liang back to the capital and appointing him as one of the regents—alongside Wei Guan, the emperor’s former tutor. That maneuver injected a whole new element into the already turbulent political landscape.

      Remember, Sima Liang had previously refused to support Jia Nanfeng when she tried to draw him into her conspiracies. That refusal left a bitter taste, souring their relationship and creating a palpable tension between them. As for Wei Guan, he was hardly an ally either. When Sima Zhong was selecting an empress, Wei Guan had pushed hard to have his own daughter chosen, nearly pushing Jia Nanfeng aside. Later, when the question of succession arose, Wei Guan openly backed the idea of removing Sima Zhong from the line altogether. Jia Nanfeng never forgot any of this.

      So why bring these two back into positions of power? The answer was simple: she wanted to set them against Sima Wei. Just as she intended, once Sima Liang and Wei Guan were appointed regents, they quickly joined forces and directed their animosity squarely at Sima Wei.

      At this critical moment, Jia Nanfeng revealed her true colors. She swiftly sent messengers to Sima Wei, claiming that both Wei Guan and Sima Liang were plotting rebellion. She ordered him to arrest the two immediately. Sima Wei did not object to carrying out the arrests, but he insisted on one crucial thing: a clear, official edict from the emperor. Without that, he said, he had no legitimate authority to proceed.

      But the people Jia Nanfeng sent immediately shot that idea down. They insisted it was a secret order from the empress herself and had to remain confidential—there was simply no way to make it public with an official decree.

      Sima Wei considered their argument and agreed. If they went public too soon, their targets might catch wind and escape. So, to keep the operation under wraps, he gathered his troops and dispatched two detachments to arrest Sima Liang and Wei Guan.

      When Sima Liang was informed that soldiers had come with what was claimed to be an imperial order for his arrest, he was stunned. “I have been loyal to the very core—everyone knows that,” he protested. “I must see His Majesty and explain myself.” But Sima Wei didn’t give him the chance. The arrest was carried out on the spot.

      Even though Sima Liang was now in custody, the soldiers hesitated to kill him. After all, he was a prince of the blood—the Prince of Runan—and no one wanted to be the first to draw blood. Sensing their hesitation, Sima Yue stepped forward with an enticing offer: “Whoever kills Sima Liang will receive one thousand bolts of cloth.” That was enough to ignite their greed, and the soldiers surged forward in a frenzy. Sima Liang was cut down by a storm of blades, his body left a gruesome, bloody mess. He became the first casualty in the brutal saga known as the War of the Eight Princes.

      Meanwhile, Wei Guan’s fate was even more tragic. After his execution by the Jin army, his three sons were slaughtered, followed by six of his grandsons. Only two grandsons survived—by pure luck—because they were not present at the residence during the massacre.

      With both Sima Liang and Wei Guan swiftly eliminated, Sima Yue was feeling quite pleased with himself. In his mind, the mission was a complete success. He had removed two formidable threats, and everything seemed to be unfolding exactly as planned. But then, one of his aides quietly offered a warning: “Your Highness, don’t forget—Empress Jia Nanfeng is not someone to be taken lightly. Her ambition knows no bounds, and she will never be satisfied. One day, she might turn against you. Now that you hold military power, why not strike first? Lead your troops into the palace and remove her from power. That’s the only way to truly protect yourself.”

      Sima Wei paused, pondering the thought for a moment. But in the end, he dismissed it with a shake of his head. “She’s just a woman,” he muttered to himself. “What harm could she really do? If I storm the palace now, won’t it look like I’m trying to seize the throne?” That kind of move felt too reckless, too dangerous. So he let the idea go—and with that choice, he unknowingly sealed his own fate.

      The very next day, Sima Wei strutted into the palace, brimming with pride and ready to claim credit for what he believed was a job well done. But to his astonishment, Jia Nanfeng turned on him without hesitation. Her voice hardened, sharp and unforgiving. “How dare you! You slaughtered high-ranking ministers without authorization, clearly harboring treasonous intent!”

      Sima Wei was taken aback, momentarily stunned. He scrambled to defend himself, insisting, “But I only acted on your direct orders, Your Majesty!”

      Jia Nanfeng didn’t flinch. With a cold edge in her voice, she snapped back, “Without a proper imperial edict, that means you forged the emperor’s command.”

      Without hesitation, she had him arrested right then and there, sending him straight to the execution grounds. Just like that, Sima Wei—the Prince of Chu—became the second major casualty in the War of the Eight Princes. Power then passed smoothly into Jia Nanfeng’s hands.

      Yet even with her grip on the empire seemingly secure, Jia Nanfeng couldn’t fully relax. One threat still lingered—a loose end she hadn’t yet tied up. That threat was Sima Yu, the only son of Emperor Sima Zhong.

      Back when Emperor Sima Yan was still alive, he worried that his not-so-bright son, Sima Zhong, didn’t quite grasp the complexities of relationships between men and women. To address this, he assigned a palace maid named Xie Jiu to serve him—and to teach him the basics of intimacy. Surprisingly, Xie Jiu responded quite well to the arrangement, and before long, she became pregnant.

      It turns out that while Sima Zhong may have been clueless in most areas, when it came to this part of life, he wasn’t entirely in the dark. Some things really are instinctual. Not long after, Xie Jiu gave birth to a healthy baby boy—Sima Yu. Unlike his father, Sima Yu was anything but slow; he was sharp, clever, and showed signs of intelligence from an early age.

      One night, when Sima Yu was just five years old, a sudden fire broke out in the palace. Emperor Sima Yan climbed a tower to get a better view of the flames. But little Sima Yu quickly tugged at his grandfather’s robe, pulling him toward a shadowy corner to hide. Sima Yan, a bit puzzled, asked why. The boy calmly explained, “In moments like this, unexpected danger could strike at any time. If the firelight reveals where Your Majesty is standing, it could put you in serious danger.”

      Sima Yan was astounded by the child’s sharp awareness. Turning to his ministers, he proclaimed, “This boy will bring prosperity and strength to the Sima family in the years to come.”

      As time passed, whispers began to circulate: perhaps the true reason Sima Yan chose Sima Zhong for the throne wasn’t because he believed his son was fit to rule—but because he deeply loved his grandson. He hoped that one day, Sima Yu would inherit the crown.

      Jia Nanfeng, naturally, was not blind to the threat this posed. If Sima Yu ever became emperor, she would lose everything. So, she began to plot. Her goal? To ensure her own son would be the next emperor. The problem? She didn’t have a son.

      So she came up with a plan—one that could be described as “borrowing a womb.” At that time, her sister Jia Wu happened to be pregnant. Jia Nanfeng quietly made arrangements with her. On one hand, she kept Jia Wu hidden away inside the palace, waiting for the baby to be born. On the other hand, she padded her own clothes with layers of cotton, adding more and more over time to fake a pregnancy.

      Ten months later, Jia Wu gave birth to a baby boy. Overjoyed, Jia Nanfeng named the child Sima Weizu. With what everyone believed was her own son now in the palace, she moved on to the next stage of her plan: eliminating the real heir to the throne—Crown Prince Sima Yu.

      On the night of the 29th day of the twelfth lunar month in the year 299, Sima Yu received a sudden summons to the palace. The message claimed that the emperor was gravely ill and wanted the crown prince to come tend to him in the inner chambers. Sima Yu hurried to the palace, but upon arrival, neither his father nor Jia Nanfeng was to be found. The only person waiting for him was a palace maid, who presented him with a cup of wine, supposedly by imperial command.

      Sima Yu found the entire situation baffling, yet he dared not disobey the order. He drank the wine. After just a few cups, he was completely drunk, barely able to keep himself upright. It was at that moment that Jia Nanfeng finally appeared. She handed him a brush and some paper, instructing him to write a prayer wishing the emperor a swift recovery. By now, Sima Yu was so intoxicated that his mind was clouded, and the words he scribbled were crooked and almost illegible.

      Once he finished, a court official took the paper away. But that document did not remain unchanged for long. Someone added a few lines, twisting its original meaning entirely. The altered version read more like a declaration that the emperor was too old and should join the late Sima Yan—and that the throne should pass to Sima Yu.

      Jia Nanfeng then took this “edited” document directly to Emperor Sima Zhong and accused Sima Yu of treason. As always, Sima Zhong trusted her completely. Without launching any investigation, he ordered that Sima Yu be stripped of his position as crown prince and imprisoned in Jinyong City. To make matters worse, he sentenced Sima Yu’s mother to death on charges of “failing to raise him properly and manipulating him behind the scenes.”

      It didn’t take long for news of the prince’s downfall to spread far and wide. People both inside and outside the court were outraged by what had happened. The backlash deeply unsettled Jia Nanfeng. She feared that Sima Yu might somehow survive the ordeal and come back to threaten her grip on power, so she sent her men to make sure he was finished once and for all.

      They arrived with poison, ordering Sima Yu to drink it. But no matter how much they threatened or pleaded, he refused. In the end, they abandoned the poison and resorted to brute force—they took a pestle from a mortar and beat him to death.

      With his death, Jia Nanfeng believed she had finally cleared the path ahead. The fierce battle for power had ended decisively in her favor. She glanced around and realized there was no one left who could stand against her authority.

      What she didn’t realize was that killing the crown prince would become the greatest mistake of her life—and mark the beginning of the end for her reign.
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