
  
    [image: The Northern and Southern Jin Dynasties: A History of China]
  


  
    
      THE NORTHERN AND SOUTHERN JIN DYNASTIES: A HISTORY OF CHINA

      PART TWO

    

    
      
        HUI WANG

      

    

  


  
    
      © 2025, Hui Wang

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or used in any form or by any means, including printing, electronic, recording, or any other methods, without prior written permission from the copyright holder.

      This book is an original work, and any use or reference must include proper credit.

      First Published: 2025

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      The Northern and Southern Jin Dynasties: A History of China, PART TWO, takes you through three centuries of chaos, courage, and ambition — when China was torn apart yet never stopped searching for unity. As the author, I wanted to write this not as a list of kings and battles, but as a living story of people — men and women who risked everything to build or break empires. From the fall of the Jin to the rise of the Sui, every page is alive with power struggles, revenge, and the dream of a single realm under Heaven.

      The story begins with Lü Guang and the birth of the Northern, Southern, and Western Liang — small states fighting to survive in the ruins of empire. You’ll follow Huan Xuan’s brief triumph and tragic fall, then watch Liu Yu’s rise as he seizes power, ending the Eastern Jin and founding a new dynasty. In the north, Tuoba Gui and his descendant Tuoba Tao forge the mighty Northern Wei, finally crushing the last of the Sixteen Kingdoms and shaping northern China’s destiny.

      Further south, emperors like Liu Yilong and Xiao Daocheng battle to hold the crumbling Liu Song and see the rise of Qi. Emperor Wen of Song leads daring northern campaigns, while in the north, Northern Wei begins to change from within — its rulers embracing Chinese ways, its court torn between tradition and reform. This transformation brings both brilliance and disaster, leading to the fall of Northern Wei and the birth of new powers.

      Then comes the storm: Emperor Wu of Liang and his dream of peace shattered by Hou Jing’s rebellion — a betrayal that sets the south on fire. In the north, the iron-fisted regent Yuwen Hu shapes Northern Zhou from the shadows, while Yuwen Yong — the fierce Emperor Wu of Zhou — crushes Northern Qi and clears the path for a new unifier to appear. The stage is set for one of the most extraordinary figures in Chinese history.

      That man is Yang Jian. Calm, patient, and impossibly clever, he waits until the moment is right — and when it comes, he seizes the throne and founds the Sui dynasty. His story closes the long, violent era that began with the Jin, bringing the dream of unity back to life.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE BIRTH OF NORTHERN, SOUTHERN, AND WESTERN LIANG

          

        

      

    

    
      Later Yan eventually split into Northern Yan and Southern Yan — that was the final undoing of Later Yan. There was another state with a remarkably similar fate: Later Liang, set up by Lü Guang. You might recall the big western expedition under Former Qin — Lü Guang was the commander sent west. Partway through that march he simply crowned himself “Heavenly King” and even took the title of chanyu, declaring the Later Liang.

      If Later Liang wanted to push into the Central Plains, one major obstacle stood in its path: Western Qin. Lü Guang kept hunting for an opening to crush Western Qin, and finally one appeared. The ruler of Western Qin, Qifu Guoren, died and was succeeded by Qifu Qiangui. Lü Guang thought, “Now’s the time — strike while they’re unsettled.”

      He sent three prongs forward: his brother Lü Yan led one column against Lintao (today’s Min County, Gansu); another advanced on Jincheng (the area of modern Lanzhou, Gansu); and a third moved toward Fuhan (present-day Linxia, Gansu). Lü Yan was Lü Guang’s go-to general — once he’d been ordered, he charged like a man with nothing to lose and paid little heed to coordinating with the other two forces. When Qifu Qiangui’s advisers saw Lü Yan’s reckless pace, some urged retreat eastward to avoid meeting him. Qifu Qiangui would not be swayed. “Victories aren’t won by raw numbers alone,” he said. “It’s the commanders who plan who win. Remember Cao Cao over Yuan Shao, or Lu Xun over Liu Bei — both won with fewer men because they had strategy. Lü Yan fights hard, but he’s no strategist. I’ll beat him.”

      Qifu Qiangui then laid a trap in a mountain valley on Lü Yan’s route. Lü Yan’s troops, flush with a string of recent wins and high morale, relaxed their guard. As they entered the defile, Qifu’s men blocked both exits with piled rocks and logs and rained arrows down into the trap. Lü Yan and roughly eight thousand of his cavalry were wiped out in that gorge. The crushing news stunned Lü Guang; he ordered an immediate withdrawal. Seizing the moment, Qifu Qiangui counterattacked and recovered much of the lost ground.

      Word of Liang’s disaster spread fast. The smaller tribal groups around Liang began to stir, wondering if the Liang army was as formidable as everyone had assumed. Many seized the chance to assert their independence. Among them was a clan of the Xianbei known as the Tufa. The Tufa had occupied parts of southern Gansu after the fall of the Western Jin and had at times submitted to powers like Former Zhao, Later Zhao, and Former Qin. Seeing Lü Yan dead and Liang shaken, their leader Tufa Wugu judged the moment ripe: he established Xiping as his capital and proclaimed himself King of Xiping. Because his realm lay in the southern reaches of Liangzhou, his polity came to be known as Southern Liang.

      Not long after he took the throne of Southern Liang, Tufa Wugu struck at Later Liang. When Lü Guang of Later Liang heard the news, he was stunned — and furious. “What? A handful of Tufa tribesmen dare to challenge us?” he must have seethed, and he promptly raised a large army to crush them. But the campaign went badly for Lü Guang: his forces were ambushed by Southern Liang in mid-route and suffered a crushing defeat. The shock of Southern Liang’s sudden strength rippled through frontier towns, and many border cities quickly switched allegiance to Tufa Wugu. Before long, he ordered the capital moved to Ledu (today’s Ledu District in Haidong, Qinghai), a move that effectively drove a wedge between Western Qin and Later Liang. Tufa Wugu himself later died from a fall from his horse during campaign, but his brother Tufa Lilugu succeeded him, and Southern Liang remained a power that Later Liang could not dismiss.

      Around the same time, trouble brewed within Lü Guang’s ranks. Juqu Luoqiu — a leader of the Juqu (a Xiongnu clan) — had joined forces with the Later Liang general Lü Yan in a campaign against Western Qin. After Lü Yan was killed in battle, the suspicious and angry Lü Guang needed someone to blame. He turned on Juqu Luoqiu, loathsome superstition in his mouth, accusing the Juqu leader’s supposedly ominous appearance of bringing misfortune, and without any chance for defense had him executed.

      That murder unleashed a storm. Juqu Luoqiu’s nephew, Juqu Mengxun, rose up in rebellion. His cousin Juqu Nancheng marched to join him, and men from Liang rallied to their banners. The two Juqu forces converged and laid siege to the Later Liang city of Jiuquan. The city’s governor, Duan Ye — a sidelined official whom Lü Guang had posted away from the capital — at first resolved to hold out. But Juqu Nancheng sent envoys with a different kind of offer: “What future do you have tied to Lü Guang? Surrender the city, and we will back you as leader.” The temptation proved too strong. Duan Ye relented, accepting the titles of Grand Commander and Governor of Liangzhou and setting his capital at Zhangye. Because his regime sat in the northern reaches of Liangzhou, it came to be called Northern Liang.

      No one could have imagined how quickly the peaceful days of Liangzhou would dissolve into chaos. Yao Xing’s powerful Later Qin, the shifting tides of Western Qin, Lü Guang’s Later Liang, the newly rising Southern Liang, and Duan Ye’s Northern Liang—all five powers rose almost at once. They clashed without pause: sometimes forging alliances, sometimes turning on one another, their contests ruthless and unending. Though Later Liang, once the dominant force, often came out ahead in those struggles, its territory steadily contracted. Lü Guang, tormented by anxiety and rage, wasted away and died of a broken spirit.

      When Lü Guang died, his crown prince Lü Shao took the throne and claimed the title of Heavenly King. His two elder brothers, Lü Zuan and Lü Hong, were appointed Grand Commandant and Minister over the Masses and wielded enormous authority. Lü Shao watched them warily—especially Lü Zuan. One day Lü Shao spoke plainly to Lü Zuan: “I do not wish to be emperor any longer; I am willing to hand the throne to you.” Lü Zuan’s face flamed. “You are the rightful heir—how could I dare to usurp the throne?” he snapped, then lifted his head and strode away.

      Seeing this, Lü Guang’s nephew Lü Chao urged Lü Shao in private, “Lü Zuan holds the army and has earned many honors. Since the late ruler’s death his pride has only grown. He walks like a dragon or tiger, his eyes fixed on the sky—he will surely harbor rebellious designs. Your Majesty must act decisively.” But Lü Shao, with a mercy that was also weakness, replied that he lacked the strength to govern alone and must rely on his brothers. If they truly wanted the throne, he would yield it rather than see kin butcher kin. Yet remember this: your refusal to be ruthless does not mean others will spare you—does it?

      As soon as Lü Zuan stepped out of the palace, he went straight to Lü Hong. The two of them talked quietly, and it didn’t take long before they agreed on one thing: Lü Shao had to be removed. Their aims fell into place like two puzzle pieces, and they decided to move at once.

      That night, under a moon that watched silently, Lü Zuan led several hundred loyal troops to thunder against the palace’s north gate while Lü Hong and his men struck at the east gate. The palace guards, seeing the coordinated assault, lost their resolve and fled rather than fight. Cornered and with no way out, Lü Shao took his own life; Lü Chao escaped the slaughter. With the opposition gone, Lü Zuan mounted the throne and claimed the title of Heavenly King. He rewarded Lü Hong lavishly — making him Grand Marshal and head of the Secretariat, and bestowing upon him the title of Duke of Fanhe. He even sent envoys to placate Lü Chao, allowing him to keep his offices so that the transition looked, at least on the surface, orderly.

      But once the dust settled, suspicion began to creep back into Lü Zuan’s mind. He remembered how he and Lü Hong had raised their banners together; now he alone wore the crown while Lü Hong remained a powerful subject. The thought of such imbalance gnawed at him. Soon he began to plot against the very man he had just honored.

      Aware of Lü Zuan’s jealous streak, Lü Hong chose to move first. He launched a bold coup, and the capital erupted in bloody clashes. The fighting was fierce and personal, but in the end Lü Hong came up short — he was defeated and killed. From that moment on, Lü Zuan became a solitary ruler: isolated on his throne, increasingly distrustful, and given to drink. Where once his court had been a place of counsel, it became a place of excess; ministers caroused while the ruler turned away from his duties. With the center weakening, ambitious subordinates began to act as if they were masters.

      A few years into Lü Zuan’s reign, one of those powerful commanders — Lü Chao — moved without authorization, leading troops to pillage many Xianbei settlements within the realm. The Xianbei chieftain, furious at the outrage, petitioned Lü Zuan directly. Lü Zuan summoned Lü Chao and berated him in no uncertain terms: “You are always causing trouble for me. One day, I will kill you, and then the world will finally be at peace.”

      Lü Zuan had only meant to frighten Lü Chao, but to his surprise Lü Chao took the threat as if it were a death warrant—and began to nurse murderous intent. He quickly sent for his elder brother Lü Long, who commanded the palace guards, and asked him to engineer an opportunity to get Lü Zuan completely drunk. Lü Zuan loved his cups; it took little persuasion for Lü Long to ply him with wine until he was senseless. His attendants had to carry him back to his private chambers in a sedan.

      When Lü Chao learned that Lü Zuan was stupefied with drink, he and a handful of trusted guards lay in ambush by the road, waiting for the moment to strike. As Lü Zuan’s carriage crawled past, Lü Chao sprang from concealment and drove his sword into the carriage with a fierce cry. Though stupefied, Lü Zuan understood at once what was unfolding outside: Lü Chao meant to fight him to the death. He threw himself from the carriage and met Lü Chao in a violent struggle. In the mêlée Lü Zuan stumbled; fate placed him directly upon the point of Lü Chao’s blade—the sword passed through him and he died on the spot.

      After Lü Zuan’s fall, Lü Chao, perhaps shaken by remorse for so many killings, hesitated to seize the throne. Instead he offered the kingship to his elder brother Lü Long. Once Lü Long accepted the title of Heavenly King, he named Lü Chao Grand General Assisting the State, put him in charge of recording the Secretariat’s affairs, and ennobled him as Duke of Anding. From that moment the two brothers effectively controlled the government of Later Liang. Yet the realm had been battered by repeated internal shocks; its strength waned and it was no longer able to contend with its neighbors.

      While Later Liang frayed, another scene was unfolding in the north. After establishing Northern Liang, Duan Ye appointed a man named Li Gao to the office of xiaolian—a civil-recognition post—and gave Song Yao a court appointment as an attendant. On the surface these two posts seemed unrelated, but the men were brothers. They bore different surnames because they were half-brothers: they shared the same mother but had different fathers. Li Gao’s mother had later remarried into the Song family and produced Song Yao; believing Li Gao’s extraordinary bearing deserved to remain under his birth name, she did not have him take his stepfather’s surname. The brothers remained close. Later, Li Gao was appointed Governor of Dunhuang, and Song Yao went with him as adviser and strategist.

      At that moment Suo Si, commander of Duan Ye’s palace guards, was burning with ambition: he wanted the governorship of Dunhuang for himself. He set about stirring mistrust between Duan Ye and Li Gao, scheming to have Li Gao removed. Duan Ye, taken in by Suo Si’s smooth tongue, appointed him governor of Dunhuang, gave him five hundred horsemen, and ordered him to arrest Li Gao.

      When Suo Si reached Dunhuang, Li Gao had intended to ride out and greet him. Seeing this, Song Yao hurried to his elder brother with a warning: “Northern Liang is rotten with corruption and Duan Ye lacks the will to rule. Now is the time for men of talent to grasp their chance and make their names. Why remain shackled to others? If you ride out to hand yourself to Suo Si today, you will be the world’s jest.” Song Yao’s words snapped Li Gao back to his senses. He immediately mustered his men and struck at Suo Si with full force. Caught utterly unprepared, Suo Si fled in panic with the scattered remnants of his troops.

      The next day Li Gao sent a formal memorial laying out the whole affair and demanded that Duan Ye punish Suo Si. Duan Ye, lacking resolve, nonetheless read the memorial and, without further hesitation, ordered Suo Si arrested and beheaded. He dispatched envoys bearing gifts to placate Li Gao and, at the same time, conferred on him a higher military title — the Grand Commander of Xiliang. Pleased with the honor, Li Gao chose an auspicious day to proclaim himself Duke of Liang, issued a general amnesty, and from that moment effectively severed his ties with Northern Liang. The regime he founded would later be known to history as Western Liang. When Duan Ye learned of Li Gao’s defection, he was deeply affronted; unease spread through his court, and he began to distrust his ministers, above all Juqu Mengxun, the most capable and therefore the most feared among them.

      Juqu Mengxun had long been nursing the idea of a coup, and when an opening presented itself he quietly proposed to his cousin Juqu Nancheng that they overthrow Duan Ye and set Juqu Nancheng on the throne. Juqu Nancheng, however, was steadfast in his loyalty to the sovereign and refused. Finding he could not carry the plan alone, Mengxun asked Duan Ye for permission to go to Anxi to serve as governor — a request Duan Ye was only too glad to grant, eager to see him depart.

      Not long after leaving for Anxi, Mengxun wrote to Juqu Nancheng, inviting him to attend a family ancestral ceremony. At the same time he secretly sent a messenger to Duan Ye, falsely claiming that Nancheng was plotting rebellion and that he would be heading to the ancestral rites the next day — a warning meant to make Duan Ye take precautions. Duan Ye read the letter and took it at face value. He laid an ambush along the road Nancheng would travel to the ceremony. When Juqu Nancheng arrived as expected, Duan Ye sprang his trap: Nancheng was seized and forced to take his own life.

      Realizing he had been set up by his cousin, Juqu Nancheng tried in desperation to save himself: "It was Mengxun who urged me to join his rebellion, but I refused. Only because he is my cousin did I keep silent and fail to report him. This whole affair must be Mengxun’s scheme. If I die, our followers will surely fall in with him. Use a stratagem: pretend that you have executed me, and Mengxun will inevitably rise in rebellion. When he does, let me lead the troops against him—when our people see I am still alive, they will not follow him, and I will be able to quell the uprising cleanly."

      In truth, Juqu Nancheng’s counsel made perfect sense — yet the hopelessly muddle-headed Duan Ye wouldn’t hear it. In a fit of stupidity he had Juqu Nancheng killed, and that single act pushed him straight toward disaster. When Juqu Mengxun learned of his brother’s murder, he seized the chance to call for revenge, rallying his followers and declaring rebellion as he marched for Zhangye. One by one the local commanderies and counties opened their gates; soldiers and civilians alike flocked to Mengxun’s banner. It wasn’t long before Duan Ye was taken captive.

      Kneeling before Juqu Mengxun, Duan Ye pleaded bitterly, “I stand alone in Liangzhou; it was thanks to the recommendation of you Juqu brothers that I rose to this post. I am willing to hand the state over to you — only spare my life and let me return home to my wife.” Mengxun’s face hardened. “When you killed my brother, did you show any mercy then?” he shouted. “Now that you face death, you expect pity?” With those words he drew his sword and executed Duan Ye.

      Supported by his followers, Juqu Mengxun soon took the throne and established himself as ruler of Northern Liang. To the west, a cluster of small states stirred and schemed, but no matter their plotting they ultimately carved out paths that favored Northern Liang’s rise. Meanwhile, under Yao Xing’s rule, Later Qin had enjoyed years of peace and recovery; Guanzhong was regaining its former prosperity, and Later Qin stood out as the strongest power in the Liangzhou region. As state strength consolidated, expansion became the next obvious step. Northward lay Northern Wei and Southern Yan — too strong to challenge — and in the south Eastern Jin remained a force not to be ignored. So Yao Xing turned his gaze west, toward the patchwork of smaller states, with Western Qin naturally the prime target. Before long he was personally leading an army said to number a hundred thousand men.

      News of Yao Xing’s advance threw Western Qin’s leaders into swift action. The Western Qin commander Qifu Gangui summoned his officers and argued, “Yao Xing comes with overwhelming force. This country is broken by mountains and rivers — not ground where our cavalry can fight to advantage. Let us draw the enemy deeper and force them into the open plains, where our horsemen can decide the battle.” With that plan he ordered his more than sixty thousand cavalry to withdraw under cover of night toward the Longxi plains.

      No one could have guessed what came next. In the middle of their night march a violent wind sprang up from every direction, dark clouds rolled in, and the world was swallowed by a darkness so thick they couldn’t even see the road beneath their feet. In that confusion, Qifu Qian'gui inadvertently led his troops straight into Yao Xing’s camp. It was as if a fat sheep had wandered into a wolf’s den, and Yao Xing would not let such a gift slip through his fingers. He ordered an immediate, crushing assault on the Western Qin columns and shattered them.

      With his army broken, Qifu Qian'gui had no choice but to abandon his men and flee alone back to the capital, Yuanchuan (modern Yuzhong in Gansu). Yao Xing pressed the advantage at once and led his forces in relentless pursuit, closing on Yuanchuan before Qian'gui could marshal any real defense. Exhausted and abandoned by his troops, Qifu Qian'gui realized the situation was hopeless. “Given our circumstances,” he said, “if we keep fighting, we will only hasten our ruin. Better to surrender now and preserve what remains — if Heaven still wills it, Western Qin might be restored one day.” So he submitted to Yao Xing, and Western Qin was declared extinguished.

      Of course, Western Qin would later be restored, but that is another chapter. After his surrender, Qifu Qian'gui was given the governorship of Hezhou and the title Marquis of Guiyi, and was even allowed to retain command of his former soldiers to garrison Yuanchuan. With Western Qin quelled, Later Qin turned its attention to the next prize. Li Gao of Western Liang, Juqu Mengxun of Northern Liang, and Tufa Lilugu of Southern Liang — all anxious to avoid Yao Xing’s wrath — sent envoys to pledge loyalty and, in one voice, smeared Later Liang before him. They painted Lü Long’s realm as riven by internal strife, royal kinsmen slaughtering one another and the people plunged into misery — the perfect moment, they argued, to strike.

      Yao Xing weighed their counsel and found one proposal especially compelling. He appointed Yao Shuode as commander and ordered him to lead some sixty thousand men against Later Liang. Fresh from surrender and eager to prove his new loyalty, Qifu Qian'gui contributed seven thousand elite cavalry to the campaign. Thus the Later Qin army advanced smoothly, meeting hardly any resistance on its march, and before long lay siege to the city of Guzang.

      The armies of Later Qin and Later Liang met in a brutal clash beneath the walls of Guzang, and the day ended in a crushing rout for Later Liang. Lü Long and Lü Chao slipped away in the turmoil, dragging what remained of their forces back into the city. The Later Qin troops showed no mercy, tightening the siege around Guzang.

      A month crept by, and inside the walls tension mounted while morale frayed. Lü Long’s ministers filed one desperate memorial after another, urging him to sue for peace with Later Qin to stave off disaster. Lü Long hated the idea of bowing so readily, but Lü Chao—worn down by the unrelenting pressure—had lost heart. “If the enemy does not lift the siege soon,” he warned, “our grain will be gone within days and the people will starve. The immediate task is to drive them off; we can haggle over terms afterward. If everyone perishes of hunger, there will be nothing left to bargain with.”

      With little choice, Lü Long sent an envoy bearing a humble supplication and lavish gifts to the Later Qin camp, pleading for a withdrawal. To prove his sincerity he even sent one of his sons as a hostage. At the same time, the Later Qin force under Yao Shuode was straining on dwindling provisions. Seeing Lü Long come forward to sue for peace, Yao Shuode readily accepted the offer.

      Yao Shuode hadn’t expected the campaign to unfold so effortlessly. Before he knew it he had pushed all the way to Later Liang’s capital, taken the hostage that Later Liang handed over, and marched back to Chang’an to report his success and petition Yao Xing for a reward. Yao Xing was delighted. He named Lü Long General Who Guards the West and Governor of Liangzhou, granted him the title Duke of Jiankang, and allowed him to remain in charge of Guzang. With this operation, Later Qin had swallowed more of Later Liang’s territory and tightened its grip on the northwest, emerging as the region’s dominant power.

      So who should be next? Western Liang, Northern Liang and Southern Liang were only nominal vassals of Later Qin, and none gave Yao Xing a ready pretext for war. After long deliberation he fixed his gaze northward. Northern Wei, locked in a brutal struggle with Later Yan, controlled vast tracts of land but remained thinly populated — an enticing target.

      Thus, in 402 CE (recorded as the fourth year of Hongshi), Yao Xing sent his younger brother Yao Ping ahead with forty thousand men to cross the Yellow River and strike at Bingzhou, while the emperor himself followed more slowly with the main force. News of the incursion reached Tuoba Gui at once. He sprang into action, dispatching the general Changsun Fei with some sixty thousand cavalry to move out as the vanguard, while he brought up the main army in his wake.

      On the march, the Northern Wei vanguard ran into a contingent of two hundred scouting and logistics troops attached to Yao Ping’s army. Changsun Fei wasted no time — he struck them immediately and carried off all two hundred alive. Under questioning the scouts revealed the exact whereabouts of Yao Ping’s force. Yao Ping, meanwhile, remained completely unaware of the Northern Wei army’s movements and had no inkling where they had gone.

      Changsun Fei waited only briefly for Tuoba Gui’s main force to arrive. Once the Northern Wei host was assembled, they closed the ring—unexpectedly trapping Yao Ping’s forty thousand men at Chaibi on the east bank of the Fen River, in the area of today’s Linfen, Shanxi. Faced with the sheer size and strength of the Wei army, Yao Ping judged a head-on clash hopeless. He ordered his troops to throw up fortifications and hold fast, hoping that reinforcements would come.

      When Yao Xing heard his commander was besieged, he hastily gathered some forty-seven thousand troops and rushed to the rescue. But when his vanguard reached the Fen’s western bank, they found Tuoba Gui had already erected a tall, solid rampart and stretched a pontoon bridge across the river. With Wei forces deployed on both banks to support one another, crossing there was impossible. Frustrated, Yao Xing had to pivot south in search of another ford.

      There, however, lay the notorious Mengkeng: a vast loess gully with sheer, treacherous sides, a natural fortress famed since antiquity. Yao Xing risked moving his army into that funnel—and the Wei struck. Using the ground to their full advantage and pressing their attack with fierce discipline, Tuoba Gui’s troops exacted a heavy toll, cutting Yao’s losses by the thousands. Trapped in the Mengkeng and unable to break free, Yao Xing had no choice but to withdraw.

      As a result, although Yao Xing’s main force lay within sight of Yao Ping’s embattled units, they were helpless—blocked by terrain, logistics, and the fog of war—and could only watch with growing anxiety. After pacing and weighing options, Yao Xing hit upon a desperate plan. He ordered men to fell trees upriver on the Fen and send the trunks drifting downstream, hoping the torrent would smash the floating bridge the Northern Wei had erected.

      But the Wei were no novices. Prepared for such tricks, their soldiers stood along the banks with long hooks, plucking every log from the current like fish. They hauled the timber back to shore and turned it to everyday use—firewood, house beams, whatever the army needed. With that gambit neutralized and no better course at hand, Yao Xing reluctantly ordered his men to entrench and wait for another opening.

      Inside the Chaidiying camp, things had already gone from bad to worse. Sixty days of siege had eaten away at supplies until not a grain of rice remained. Faced with the slow certainty of starvation, Yao Ping could not simply await annihilation. Under the cover of night he organized a series of breakout attempts, each carefully planned and led by men who fought with desperate courage.

      Yet the Wei lines proved impenetrable; every sortie was foiled, every hope blunted. After one failed attempt followed by another, morale collapsed and despair took hold. In the end, seeing no salvageable future for themselves or their troops, Yao Ping and several of his closest generals chose a final, tragic resolution: they leapt into the river, ending their lives rather than living to surrender.

      Not long after, the Northern Wei forces tightened their noose, cutting off the Later Qin army's lifelines from every side. Isolated and running out of food, the remnants—numbering roughly in the tens of thousands by some accounts—had no strength left to resist and were forced to yield. Those who tried to flee by plunging into the river did not find safety; Wei troops used long hooks—tools originally meant for dragging logs, according to some reports—to haul men out of the water. Whether every detail of that scene is literal or partly legendary, the image is grim: the same hooks that once snagged timber were turned into instruments of capture. One commander, recorded in some sources as Yao Ping, was said to have sunk beneath the current and could not be recovered.

      News of the annihilation swept back to the Later Qin court and struck deep: when the ruler learned his field army had been shattered, shock and grief washed over him. Seeing that further resistance would be futile, he ordered a withdrawal to Puban—Puban being in the vicinity of today's Yongji in Yuncheng, Shanxi. There the ruler dispatched envoys to the Wei court, seeking to patch matters through negotiation and avoid more bloodshed.

      The Wei court did not accept the plea. Seizing the moment of weakness, Northern Wei pressed its advantage and moved to strike at Puban. Facing that threat, the Later Qin ruler threw every available hand to the walls: repairs were hurriedly made, weapons and provisions were stockpiled, and soldiers were brought to readiness. At the same time he looked northward and thought of the Rouran—hoping, even in that dark hour, that allies might yet be found to turn the tide.

      Rouran, often called Ruru, had once been routed by Tuoba Gui and forced into submission to Northern Wei. But everything changed when Yujiulü Shelun rose to lead the tribe. Shelun was a formidable and capable leader, and under his command Rouran staged a rapid resurgence. They threw off Wei’s dominance and pushed outward — their influence reached roughly as far west as Yanqi, stretched toward the eastern frontiers near Korea, and extended southward to the great desert — enough to mark them as a serious power on the steppe. Shelun styled himself as a khan (recorded in some sources as “Dou Dai Khan”) and maintained a strategic alliance with Later Qin.

      When Later Qin called for aid, Shelun remembered their bond and decided to answer. He sent troops to seize a key position in the north — the place recorded as Sanhebei in some accounts — and then pressed south. That maneuver did exactly what he intended: it drew the enemy’s attention away and forced Tuoba Gui to rethink his plans. Faced with the danger of being struck in both front and rear, Tuoba Gui had little choice but to abandon his assault on Later Qin and lead his forces back north to confront Shelun.

      When the Wei army pulled away from Later Qin’s vicinity, Shelun knew his diversion had succeeded. Unwilling to risk a full-scale clash with Northern Wei, he ordered his troops to withdraw. In doing so he saved his ally: Later Qin managed, at least for the moment, to survive the crisis.

      The troubles of Later Qin did not end there. Another rebellion flared up inside the realm, this time led by Lü Long, who had already submitted to Later Qin. When word came that the Qin had been struck by the Wei armies, Lü Long’s ambitions stirred; restless and scheming, he began to look for a chance to profit from the turmoil.

      His restlessness soon rippled outward. News of the death of Tufa Lilugu reached the ruler of Southern Liang and inflamed him — his words turned bitter with grievance. Seeing Lü Long embroiled in rebellion, the Southern Liang ruler could no longer hold himself back. He set his sights on Guzang, the city held by Lü Long, and marched at once. Juqu Mengxun of Northern Liang, eager to pick up spoils from the disorder, joined the onslaught, and even elements of Jin forces moved to take advantage of the chaos.

      At Guzang, Lü Long found himself in a perilous squeeze. He failed to seize the upper hand and soon lay besieged on both fronts by Southern and Northern Liang, bombarded by fierce assaults. With no hope of relief, Lü Long and his kinsman Lü Chao beat a hasty retreat into the city, sealed the gates, and dared not show themselves beyond the walls.

      Days passed and the city’s granaries ran dry; civilians began to starve, and the death toll rose. With no alternative, Lü Long sent an urgent plea to his sovereign, Yao Xing: “Your Majesty, if you do not come to our aid, Guzang will certainly fall to Northern and Southern Liang.” Hearing this, Yao Xing at once dispatched his Left Deputy (Zuo Puye), Qi Nan, with forty thousand troops to relieve the city. The sight of Qin’s banner on the horizon cowed both Southern and Northern Liang; they quickly offered surrender and withdrew their forces.

      When Lü Long met Qi Nan, he hurried forward, pouring out his misfortunes and weeping as he swore his loyalty to the Qin state. Following His Majesty’s orders, Qi Nan named Lü Long governor of Liang Prefecture and permitted him to continue to hold Guzang. Then Qi Nan arranged to move Lü Long, the whole household of Lü Chao, and over ten thousand surviving households from Guzang to Chang’an for safety. Lü Long stood stunned for a moment. Qi Nan explained gently, “This place is too perilous. You have long been bullied and lived in hardship. The emperor cares for you; he has sent us to bring you to Chang’an so that you may live in peace.” Lü Long could not protest — he had no choice but to follow the army to Chang’an.

      Afterward, Yao Xing honored Lü Long with the court rank of Cavalier Attendant-in-Ordinary and installed Lü Chao as the administrator of Anding. With the Lü house diminished and its power dispersed, the Lü-founded Later Liang had truly slipped into terminal decline—its fate all but sealed as it was absorbed by Later Qin not long after.
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      After the Battle of Fei River, the north dissolved into complete chaos. In the scramble that followed, new regimes sprang up: Later Yan established itself in the northeast, and Later Qin rose in the northwest — each carving out its own sphere of control. So what of Eastern Jin, the side that actually won at Fei River?

      For a while, Eastern Jin pushed tentatively northward, but the home front stayed remarkably quiet — no great rebellions, no nation-consuming wars. In that lull, a string of leading ministers and generals passed from the scene: Huan Chong, Xie An, and Xie Xuan all left their roles either by death or by retreat from power. With those pillars gone and no northern threat breathing down the court’s neck, the throne suddenly sat much easier than it had for previous emperors.

      It was a squandered opportunity. Sima Yao, who inherited that easier crown, might have seized the moment to shape the state’s fate — but he had no interest in governance. He preferred feasting, wine, and diversion. Day after day he reveled with his favourite concubine, Zhang Guiren, indulging in pleasures while the realm waited. In a final twist befitting a palace drama, it was Zhang Guiren who would ultimately be involved in his downfall. In the 21st year of the Taiyuan era under Emperor Xiaowu — July of 396 — Sima Yao held one of his lavish banquets for his consorts, the kind of scene the court had come to expect. Wine flowed, dishes kept coming, and the party fell into a blur of drunken abandon. Still unsatiated, the emperor grabbed Zhang Guiren and pressed on, insisting they drink on together — a decision that would seal the night’s tragic turn.

      Consort Zhang hurriedly protested, "I really can't drink any more. Your Majesty drinks like a whale — I can't possibly keep up." At that, Sima Yao's mood soured; half in jest and half in pique he replied, "Really? If I order you to drink and you refuse, that would be disobeying an imperial command. I might have to punish you for that." Usually indulged and coddled, Consort Zhang bristled at the rebuke. She actually dared to snap back, "I simply won't drink. Let's see what crime Your Majesty finds me guilty of." Sima Yao thought, "You insolent thing — favored long enough to grow arrogant." He shot a cold laugh and said, "Don't be so stubborn. You're already nearly thirty — it's time you were sent away. I have plenty of young beauties who can take your place." With that, he turned and went back to his chambers to sleep.

      An emperor's angry thunderbolt, flung like the divorce threats people sling at one another in the heat of a domestic quarrel, should have been empty bluster — yet those careless words struck a raw nerve. Since she had won his favor, when had Consort Zhang ever been publicly humiliated like this? The thought of being cast aside stoked a blaze of fury and humiliation inside her. In that instant she made a desperate, reckless choice. She summoned her closest maid and, while the emperor lay fast asleep, the two of them pulled a quilt over his face and smothered him.

      It is almost inconceivable to imagine a dignified Eastern Jin emperor undone by the hand of his own consort; the story alone would be fodder for scandal and ridicule were it widely known. Even stranger was the way the matter was smoothed over. After tidying the scene, Consort Zhang reported that the emperor had died following a bout of heavy drinking — that he had simply passed away in his sleep. The claim was accepted, and no public, rigorous inquiry followed. The court moved on, and the truth was buried beneath the hushed explanations of those who chose to let the matter slide.

      After Sima Yao’s death, the crown prince Sima Dezong ascended the throne. (For clarity: Sima Dezong is commonly known in history as Emperor An of Jin.) His accession only served to spotlight, once again, the Sima family’s notorious frailty. From childhood he had been unable to form coherent speech, unable to tell hot from cold, and seemed untouched by the ordinary sensations of hunger or fullness. He could not manage the simplest daily affairs; by many accounts his condition was even more debilitating than that of Emperor Hui, Sima Zhong. In truth, his imperial title was little more than a name — a figurehead on a throne.

      Beyond the palace, the realm had already fragmented: generals commanded their own forces and pursued their own aims. Inside the palace, real control had slipped away from the sovereign and settled into the hands of another — the Grand Tutor, the Prince of Langya, Sima Daozi. Yet Sima Daozi brought no steadier hand to the state. Like the late emperor, he was given to excess, spending days in drunken stupors and leaving affairs of state to drift. To shore up his authority he surrounded himself with intimates, handing posts and favors to those who would serve his will.

      Foremost among these cronies were Wang Guobao, who held the post of Zuo Pushe in the Ministry of Personnel, and his brother Wang Xu. Once the brothers tasted real influence, they began to whisper in Sima Daozi’s ear: “We do not yet hold all the reins. If we are to rule outright, two men must be neutralized — Wang Gong, inspector over Qing and Yan provinces, and Yin Zhongkan, inspector of Jing. Their military command is far too great; left unchecked, they will outstrip us. We must find some means to weaken them.” Sima Daozi accepted their counsel without hesitation, and at once set them to the task.
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