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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      When I began writing The Eastern Han Dynasty: A History of China, PART ONE, my goal was simple — to breathe life back into history. This isn’t merely a tale of emperors and wars; it’s about real people whose decisions shaped the destiny of a nation. From the brave yet cautious Liu Xiu, who embarked on the arduous journey to the throne, to the loyal generals and restless rebels who fought alongside or against him, every page revives the Eastern Han with all its ambition, corruption, and hope.

      You will journey with Liu Xiu as he struggles through chaos — from the downfall of the Red Eyebrow Army to the final battles that reunited a shattered empire. Along the way, you’ll encounter figures like Wei Xiao, caught between duty and doubt, and Ma Yuan, the seasoned commander whose rise and tragic fall reveal just how fragile loyalty can be when confronted with power. Their stories demonstrate that restoring an empire requires more than mere victory — it demands wisdom, sacrifice, and heart.

      Within the palace walls, another battle quietly unfolded. Empress Yin and Empress Guo did not fight on the battlefield but within the gilded halls of Luoyang, where whispered intrigues held as much power as swords. Empress Yin’s noble lineage and unshakable grace stood in stark contrast to Empress Guo’s ambition and cunning, illustrating how love, jealousy, and politics were intricately woven into the very fabric of the Han court’s destiny.

      The story doesn’t end with Liu Xiu. Under Emperor Ming, the dynasty sought stability and wisdom, guided by his trusted teacher and scholar-advisers. Meanwhile, Ban Chao, who began his career as a humble clerk, set out to master the vast deserts of the West — securing his place in history as the scholar-warrior who expanded Han influence far beyond the empire’s frontier. From palace intrigues to distant campaigns, these lives illuminate both the brilliance and the heavy burden of empire.

      If you’ve ever been captivated by tales of courage, betrayal, and redemption, this book will plunge you deep into one of China’s most extraordinary eras. The Eastern Han Dynasty: A History of China carries you from the fierce battlefields of unification to the silent corridors of power, revealing how men and women — emperors, warriors, and scholars alike — fought not just for glory, but for the very soul of their civilization.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            LIU XIU’S ROAD TO THE THRONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Liu Xiu, at this stage, was still serving under Emperor Gengshi, Liu Xuan. Life under Liu Xuan’s rule was anything but luxurious—Liu Xiu could barely make ends meet. Later on, Liu Xuan appointed him as a Sima and dispatched him to Hebei to stabilize the region. However, things did not go smoothly for Liu Xiu. He found himself constantly embroiled in a relentless struggle against Wang Lang, a man falsely claiming descent from the Han imperial lineage.

      Previously, Liu Xiu had fled to Xindu, where he gained the support of local officials loyal to the Gengshi regime, including Governor Ren Guang. The powerful Geng family also threw their weight behind him, enabling Liu Xiu to rapidly build up his forces. Riding this growing momentum, he managed to seize control of several counties, positioning himself strongly to challenge Wang Lang. Just as the tide seemed to be turning in his favor, an unexpected piece of news arrived.

      It was reported that Liu Yang, the King of Zhen Ding, had mustered an army of 100,000 men and stationed them in Zhen Ding. To make matters worse, he had allied himself with Wang Lang, preparing to jointly resist Liu Xiu and the Gengshi regime.

      Upon hearing this, Liu Xiu grew deeply concerned. As he mulled over his next move, one of his officers stepped forward and said, “My lord, allow me to negotiate with Liu Yang. I am confident I can persuade him to surrender without a drop of blood being spilled.”

      Liu Xiu paused for a moment, then nodded. “If you have the courage and conviction, I entrust this mission to you,” he declared.

      The officer soon set out for Zhen Ding. After some time, he returned and reported, “My lord, Liu Yang is willing to submit—but he has one condition. He wishes to cement an alliance with you through marriage. I have already promised him that you would accept.”

      Liu Xiu was taken aback by the news. Frowning, he said, “I am not an unmarried young man who needs others to arrange my marriage. Besides, you are not my elder—how could you agree to such a thing on my behalf? I have no children yet, and if there is to be a marriage alliance, it should be my decision. Just last year, I married Lady Yin Lihua, a woman I have admired for many years. Our union was something I had long wished for. If I were to take another wife now, it would be unfair to her.”

      Liu Xiu found himself caught in a difficult position. He was reluctant to agree, yet rejecting the offer meant keeping an enemy in the field. His advisors tried to persuade him, arguing that for a man seeking to accomplish great things, small personal matters should not be obstacles. In those times, having multiple wives was considered normal, and a woman showing jealousy over such an arrangement was even grounds for divorce under the “Seven Grounds for Dismissal.” They believed Yin Lihua would not take offense at this political marriage.

      After much deliberation and persistent urging from his men, Liu Xiu finally relented and agreed to the alliance. He took Guo Sheng Tong, the niece of Liu Yang, as his second wife. With Liu Yang’s support firmly secured, Liu Xiu’s military forces grew even stronger.

      Around this time, Geng Yan arrived, bringing reinforcements from the Yuyang and Shanggu regions. Liu Xiu’s army swelled in both size and strength. With his forces now more formidable than ever, he led his troops to lay siege to Julu.

      At that time, Julu was under the control of Wang Lang, a powerful warlord who had even proclaimed himself emperor. Seeing Liu Xiu’s power grow rapidly, Wang Lang prepared to defend his hold, setting the stage for a decisive clash. So, what would be the outcome of this fierce conflict between Liu Xiu and Wang Lang?

      When news reached Wang Lang that Liu Xiu’s forces had surrounded Julu, he quickly dispatched his general, Ni Hong, to lead reinforcements in an attempt to break the siege. Liu Xiu personally led his troops to intercept the approaching army. However, Ni Hong was a formidable opponent, and in the initial battle, Liu Xiu’s forces suffered a setback. As the fighting erupted, Liu Xiu’s troops were pushed back. Fortunately, just when the tide seemed to turn against him, Geng Yan arrived with reinforcements, bolstering Liu Xiu’s army and ultimately securing a hard-fought victory over their enemies.

      At this moment, Geng Chun proposed a new strategy to Liu Xiu. He pointed out that besieging Julu for an extended period might not lead to a swift victory. Instead, since Wang Lang was currently stationed in Handan, the army should strike directly at Handan itself. Liu Xiu considered this advice carefully and recognized it as a wise move. The old saying, “Capture the leader first to defeat the enemy,” fit perfectly here—there was no need to fixate on a single city. With this clarity, Liu Xiu took command personally and led his troops in a rapid march toward Handan.

      As they advanced, Liu Xiu’s forces won victory after victory, sweeping aside enemy resistance like an unstoppable tide. Before long, they had reached the walls of Handan. Realizing he was no match for Liu Xiu, Wang Lang sent an envoy to negotiate surrender.

      When the envoy met Liu Xiu, he was met with sharp words. Liu Xiu sternly rebuked Wang Lang, condemning him for falsely claiming Han imperial descent and committing unforgivable crimes. In response, the envoy hastily defended his lord, saying, “Our master truly is a descendant of Emperor Cheng of Han. I have brought his official records, detailing his entire life from childhood through adulthood. Every stage is meticulously documented. Look here—it clearly states his family background, his father’s and mother’s identities as members of the imperial lineage—nothing is left out.”

      Liu Xiu scoffed and retorted with clear disdain, “Such nonsense might fool ghosts, but it will never fool me. I won’t even bother glancing at it. Even if Emperor Cheng himself were to rise from the grave, that wouldn’t automatically grant him the throne—let alone this imposter, Wang Lang, pretending to be Liu Ziyu.”

      With these words, it was clear that any hopes for surrender had been shattered. The envoy returned to the city, carrying Liu Xiu’s harsh rejection back to Wang Lang. Upon hearing this, Wang Lang realized there was no escape. With no options left, he resolved to fight to the bitter end—if he was destined to fall, he would drag his enemies down with him.

      Liu Xiu then unleashed a full-scale assault. By this time, his army had transformed into an unstoppable force, a far cry from the days when he struggled just to find food and had to flee from place to place like a fugitive. After more than twenty grueling days of fierce battle, the city finally fell. In the end, Wang Lang was beheaded by Liu Xiu’s general, Wang Ba.

      After entering Handan, Liu Xiu ordered a thorough search of Wang Lang’s office. His men uncovered a cache of letters exchanged between Wang Lang and some of Liu Xiu’s own subordinates. Yet, upon seeing these documents, Liu Xiu didn’t even bother to read them. Instead, he immediately commanded that they be thrown into a blazing fire. The historical records state: “Guangwu did not examine them. He gathered his generals and had the letters burned, saying, ‘Let those with doubts find peace.’” Liu Xiu then turned to his men and declared, “I have burned these letters. You need not worry about this matter any longer. Rest assured—what’s done is done.”

      Later, when Luo Guanzhong penned Romance of the Three Kingdoms, a similar episode unfolded with Cao Cao, perhaps inspired by Liu Xiu’s decisive action. After capturing Handan and eliminating the impostor Wang Lang, Liu Xiu scored a major victory for the Gengshi regime. However, the Gengshi court was riddled with corruption—utterly incompetent and beyond repair. It had become painfully clear that it was incapable of governing the empire. By this time, Emperor Gengshi, Liu Xuan, had relocated the capital from Luoyang. Although some records suggest a move toward Chang’an, historical sources do not definitively confirm a full transfer of the capital there. Upon consolidating power, he appointed Li Song as Chancellor and Zhao Meng as Grand Marshal, entrusting them with the administration of the court. Zhao Meng’s daughter was reportedly made empress, giving Zhao Meng near-total control over major state affairs, though this detail remains somewhat uncertain in historical texts.

      Since Zhao Meng wielded absolute authority, anyone who flattered or pleased him could easily secure an official position. This absurd situation became so notorious that the people of Chang’an composed a biting satirical song:

      "A cook by the stove—soon a colonel;

      A seller of rotten sheep stomach—promoted to cavalry command;

      A vendor of spoiled sheep heads—granted a noble title."

      The song mocked how government positions were tossed around like scraps of food, with no thought given to merit or ability. The people’s resentment toward Emperor Gengshi grew with each passing day. Many even whispered that Wang Mang had been a better ruler—at least he only meddled with the currency system, rather than stuffing the government with unqualified cronies.

      After his victory in Handan, Liu Xiu sent messengers to Chang’an to report his success. In response, Emperor Gengshi bestowed upon him a noble title and commanded him to halt all military operations and return to the capital. The reason was clear to anyone who looked closely—Liu Xuan wanted to keep a close eye on a man like Liu Xiu. If left unchecked, Liu Xiu could become like a wild horse breaking free from its reins, uncontrollable and dangerous.

      Liu Xiu saw right through the ruse. He thought to himself, “I know exactly what this means. If I go back to court, my fate is sealed—I’ll spend the rest of my days bowing and scraping, forced to swallow every indignity. The moment I show any ambition or try to stand tall, I’ll end up like my brother.”

      Yet, at this point, Liu Xiu had not entirely made up his mind to sever ties with the Gengshi regime. So when the emperor’s summons arrived, he found himself caught in a painful dilemma—reluctant to return, yet uncertain how to respond.

      As Liu Xiu wrestled with his inner turmoil, General Geng Kuang spoke to him with unvarnished honesty, holding nothing back. “The empire is plunged into utter chaos, and Emperor Gengshi is utterly incapable of managing such a crisis. If anyone is to restore the Han dynasty and bring stability back to the realm, it must be you, my lord.”

      Upon hearing this, Liu Xiu suddenly sprang up from his bed in one swift motion, like a carp leaping from water. Then, steadying himself, he sat down again with a stern expression. Fixing his gaze on Geng Kuang, he declared, “Those words should never have come from your mouth. What you’re saying is treason! I should have you executed for slandering the emperor!” As he spoke, he even feigned reaching for the sword at his waist.

      Geng Kuang, unfazed, quickly clasped his hands and replied, “My lord, you have always treated me with great kindness, as if I were your own son. It is precisely because of this kindness that I speak to you with complete sincerity. Perhaps my words are not entirely correct, but I feel they must be spoken—I can no longer keep them bottled up. Can it be that you cannot tolerate even honest counsel? If this is how you handle things, who will dare to speak frankly to you in the future?”

      Liu Xiu burst into laughter at Geng Kuang’s words. He patted him on the shoulder and said, “Hey, buddy, I was just teasing you. You and I—don’t you know me well enough by now? Take a look at this sword of mine; it’s purely ornamental. The blade isn’t even sharpened! But seriously, why would you say such things?”

      Geng Kuang’s expression remained serious as he responded, “Now that Liu Xuan has ascended the throne, the generals east of the Xiaoshan Mountains act as if they are beyond control, doing whatever they please. Meanwhile, the emperor’s own relatives in Chang’an have turned into lawless bandits, openly plundering the common people. The people suffer greatly, and many believe that the current rulers of the Han dynasty are even worse than Wang Mang.”

      “My lord, your great achievements and wisdom are renowned throughout the land. You wield the sword of justice and stand as the champion for the people’s grievances. It is by your efforts that the empire can be restored to order. At this critical moment, the rightful ruler must take control of the empire. The throne cannot be left in the hands of those who do not bear the Liu family name.”

      Liu Xiu listened intently to Geng Kuang’s earnest words, nodding slowly as deep thoughts settled within him. After a long silence, he turned to the envoy from the Gengshi court and declared solemnly, “The situation in Hebei remains unstable, and I cannot yet return to Chang’an. Please inform His Majesty that once Hebei is fully pacified, I will personally make my way back.”

      In truth, Liu Xiu had already resolved in his heart to break away from Liu Xuan. Rather than returning to the corrupt court, he chose to stay in Hebei, steadily expanding his power. At that time, the land was plagued by more than a dozen major bandit groups, each commanding its own private militia. These militias, known as buqu, were personal armed forces, numbering in the millions. They roamed the countryside with unchecked aggression, looting and plundering as they pleased.

      These groups were made up of a diverse mix of people—starving commoners, wealthy nobles, and even disgraced members of the imperial family. Liu Xiu was resolute in his mission to reunify the empire, and to accomplish this, he knew he had to dismantle these factions one by one.

      To carry out this plan, he appointed Wu Han as Grand General and immediately ordered him to summon cavalry forces from the ten commanderies of Youzhou. However, when the governor of Youzhou, Miao Zeng, caught wind of this, suspicion stirred within him. Secretly, he instructed local officials to disregard Wu Han’s orders and refuse to dispatch any troops.

      Unfazed, Wu Han took matters into his own hands. Leading a small band of just over twenty cavalrymen, he rode at breakneck speed to Wuzhong County in Youzhou. Upon arriving, Miao Zeng emerged from the city to meet him on the road. Without a moment’s hesitation, Wu Han had Miao Zeng arrested and executed on the spot.

      Meanwhile, other officers dispatched by Liu Xiu swiftly took similar decisive actions, ruthlessly eliminating local officials who dared to defy orders. This sent shockwaves throughout the northern territories, and the commanderies, now fully aware of Liu Xiu’s iron resolve, quickly mobilized their forces and pledged their allegiance to him.

      Liu Xiu, the King of Xiao, was not a man to be underestimated. While Wu Han and his troops were busy reclaiming lost lands, Liu Xiu personally led his army against the Tongma peasant rebels. After a series of fierce battles, most of the Tongma forces chose to surrender. Yet, just as the surrender ceremony was underway, other factions within the Tongma ranks launched a sudden and unexpected attack. With no alternative, Liu Xiu was forced into another decisive confrontation at Puyang, where he ultimately crushed the remaining rebel forces and secured their full submission.

      Instead of punishing the rebel leaders, Liu Xiu bestowed upon them noble titles, elevating them to the rank of marquises. However, his generals remained wary of their loyalty. Having already witnessed the rebels disrupt the surrender once with a surprise attack, trust was hard to come by. Meanwhile, the newly surrendered commanders themselves felt uneasy, fearing they might still be viewed as enemies and subjected to retribution. Suspicion lingered heavily on both sides.

      Understanding their concerns, Liu Xiu took an unexpected approach. He ordered all the surrendered generals to return to their own camps to reorganize their troops. Meanwhile, he personally rode out to inspect the military positions. Astonishingly, he did so without armor, without armed escorts, and with no visible defenses—just himself on horseback, moving freely among the ranks. The surrendered generals were deeply moved by this extraordinary display of trust. They whispered among themselves, “The King of Xiao treats us with such sincerity, showing no doubt or suspicion. How could we fail to give him our absolute loyalty and serve him wholeheartedly?”

      And just like that, Liu Xiu secured their unwavering allegiance.

      He then redistributed the surrendered troops among his commanders. In keeping with his policy, each general continued leading the same troops they had commanded before surrendering. With hundreds of thousands of soldiers swelling his ranks, these forces would later prove decisive in helping Liu Xiu unify the empire.

      Because of this victory, people started calling Liu Xiu the Bronze Horse Emperor (Tongma Huangdi).

      While Liu Xiu was consolidating the Tongma forces and securing a crucial military advantage, the Chimei (Red Eyebrow) army had already launched an assault on the Gengshi regime in Chang’an. Seeing this as a golden opportunity, Liu Xiu prepared to mobilize his troops, eager to expand his territory even further. Yet, amid these moves, one unresolved threat weighed heavily on his mind—an enemy he simply could not afford to overlook.

      To bolster his campaign, Liu Xiu appointed Deng Yu as General of the Vanguard, entrusting him with command over twenty thousand elite soldiers and dispatching him westward. At the same time, Liu Xiu himself led his main army northward, determined to reclaim the lands of Yan and Zhao.

      Before Deng Yu set out, Liu Xiu pulled him aside and said, “Although Emperor Gengshi has already taken control of Guanzhong, Zhu Wei and Li Yi are still stationed in Luoyang. If I move north and you head west, they will undoubtedly try to seize Henei—the territory we recently pacified in Hebei. We need someone capable to defend it. Who do you think is best suited for this task? Recommend someone for me.”

      Deng Yu, always straightforward in his counsel, replied without hesitation, “General Kou Xun has both the military skill and strategic insight needed. He is more than capable of handling this responsibility.”

      Liu Xiu accepted the recommendation and appointed Kou Xun as Governor of Henei, granting him the rank and authority of a grand general. Turning to Kou Xun, he said, “In the past, Emperor Gaozu entrusted Xiao He with governing Guanzhong, securing its stability. Now, I entrust you with Henei. You must bear the heavy responsibility of defending this strategic region, managing supply lines, and ensuring provisions for our forces. If you can stop the enemy’s advance northward, then you shall be the Xiao He of our era.”

      Hearing these words, Kou Xun was deeply moved.

      At the same time, Liu Xiu appointed his trusted general Feng Yi—who had stood by him through countless battles—as the General of Mengjin, entrusting him with the command of Wei Commandery and Henei. Various military units were deployed along the banks of the Yellow River, forming a formidable defensive line to guard against any potential advances from Luoyang. This region also served as a vital stronghold, both for receiving reinforcements and launching timely counterattacks when the opportunity arose.

      With all these arrangements firmly in place, Liu Xiu pressed forward northward without a moment’s hesitation. Meanwhile, Feng Yi aimed to block Li Yi and his forces, stationed in Luoyang, from moving north. To this end, he penned a heartfelt letter, earnestly urging Li Yi to surrender.

      When Li Yi received the letter, his thoughts drifted back to the past. In the early days of the rebellion, he and Liu Xiu had been close comrades. In fact, it was Li Yi himself who had encouraged Liu Xiu and his brother Liu Yan to rise in revolt. However, blinded by ambition and greed, Li Yi had made a grave mistake—betraying Liu Yan to side with Liu Xuan. Looking back now, it was clear that Liu Xuan lacked the qualities to rule, and Li Yi had chosen the wrong side. Meanwhile, the Chimei (Red Eyebrow) army was advancing steadily toward Guanzhong, and the fall of Chang’an seemed inevitable.

      Regret gnawed at Li Yi for not having followed Liu Xiu from the start. Yet, if he now sought to defect, he feared Liu Xiu would still harbor resentment for his past betrayal. Wrestling with this hesitation, he penned a letter to Feng Yi, expressing nostalgia for their old friendship and asking Feng Yi to convey his heartfelt sentiments to the King of Xiao, Liu Xiu.

      Reading Li Yi’s response, Feng Yi immediately sensed his wavering resolve. Seizing the opportunity, he left a few thousand troops to garrison Henei and personally led his forces north to assault Tianjing Pass. He swiftly captured two cities in the Shangdang Commandery before turning back south to Henan, where he launched another offensive. In a remarkably short time, he secured thirteen counties east of Chenggao and accepted the surrender of over 100,000 enemy troops.

      By this point, Li Yi had made up his mind—he would surrender to Liu Xiu. Though he still commanded a formidable army stationed in Luoyang, he made no effort to reinforce his former allies, leaving Feng Yi free to wage war without facing any opposition from him.

      Meanwhile, in the vast expanse of Hebei, Liu Xiu pressed forward with his campaigns, triumphing over multiple enemy factions, including the forces led by Youlai. Yet at Shunshui, his army was caught off guard by a sudden ambush. In the chaos, an enemy soldier thrust his spear deep into the belly of Liu Xiu’s warhorse. The wounded beast reared wildly in agony, violently throwing Liu Xiu to the ground. Enemy soldiers seized the moment, surging forward to close in on him as his life hung by a mere thread.

      At that critical instant, Generals Geng Yan and Wang Feng arrived like a bolt of lightning. Charging fearlessly into the fray, they fought with unyielding determination to repel the attackers and shield Liu Xiu from harm. They reached him swiftly, helping him to his feet, only to discover his leg had been severely injured in the fall. Supporting him onto another horse, their faces etched with deep concern, their voices thick with emotion. Yet Liu Xiu, ever composed and unshaken, smiled faintly and said, “That was close—I almost became the enemy’s laughingstock.”

      Before he could finish speaking, the enemy launched yet another fierce assault. Geng Yan and Wang Feng fought with desperate valor, covering Liu Xiu’s retreat as they guided him safely into the fortified walls of Fanyang. Despite their relentless efforts, the battle was lost. As the enemy forces withdrew, the soldiers regrouped—only to be gripped by horror when they realized Liu Xiu was nowhere to be found.

      Panic spread like wildfire. Men scrambled through the ranks, shouting in desperation, “Have you seen the lord? Where is he? Has anyone spotted him?” But no one could provide an answer. The entire army was thrown into chaos, fear and uncertainty twisting their hearts.

      Days dragged on before word finally came—Liu Xiu had made it to Fanyang. Upon hearing this, his troops hurried there to regroup and regain their strength. Within a few days, they resumed their march. Determined to dominate the battlefield, Liu Xiu devised a ruthless scorched earth strategy. He ordered his elite forces to move ahead of Youlai’s troops and commanded that no local territories provide any supplies to the enemy.

      As the Youlai forces collapsed under severe food shortages, Hebei stood on the brink of full pacification. After securing a decisive victory against these forces, Liu Xiu received a triumphant report from Feng Yi—accompanied by a letter from Li Yi.

      Upon reading the letter, Liu Xiu swiftly penned a reply to Feng Yi, cautioning him against placing too much trust in Li Yi, whom he described as a sly and deceitful man. Liu Xiu then chose to circulate this warning letter among his officers. This move unsettled many, who argued that publicly sharing Li Yi’s surrender request was reckless—it risked leaking sensitive military intelligence and jeopardizing their strategic plans. Nevertheless, Liu Xiu paid no mind to their objections and deliberately allowed the news to spread further.

      Before long, Zhu Wei, a senior general of the Gengshi regime stationed in Luoyang alongside Li Yi, caught wind of the letter. Fearing that Li Yi might defect to Liu Xiu, Zhu Wei acted swiftly—sending assassins to eliminate Li Yi.

      With Li Yi dead, the balance of power in Luoyang shifted dramatically. Panic swept through the city as morale among the troops plummeted, with many soldiers beginning to contemplate surrender. Liu Xiu’s strategy had paid off brilliantly: he had avenged his brother’s betrayal using the very forces of the Gengshi regime, while simultaneously destabilizing the enemy’s stronghold. It was a masterstroke—achieving multiple objectives in one decisive move.

      Meanwhile, Zhu Wei, the mastermind behind Li Yi’s assassination, soon caught wind of Liu Xiu’s northward march, which left Henei lightly defended. Sensing a golden opportunity, he dispatched a general with 30,000 troops to cross the Gong River and launch a fierce attack on Wen County.

      Urgent reports rushed into Henei, and Kou Xun wasted no time. He quickly rallied his forces and issued orders for all county garrisons to mobilize and rendezvous at Wen County, preparing to meet the impending onslaught head-on.

      The following day, Kou Xun clashed fiercely with the enemy. At the same time, reinforcements from Feng Yi and various counties arrived just in the nick of time, launching a coordinated assault on Zhu Wei’s forces. Realizing he was outmatched, Zhu Wei had no choice but to flee hastily, retreating all the way back to Luoyang.

      Seizing the momentum, Feng Yi and Kou Xun pursued him to Luoyang, encircling the city to demonstrate their overwhelming military strength before eventually withdrawing. From that moment onward, Luoyang was gripped by intense panic. The fear of Liu Xiu’s advancing army was so profound that even in broad daylight, the city gates remained firmly shut.

      With his military dominance now firmly established, Liu Xiu had secured control over multiple provinces, commanding an army numbering over a million well-armed soldiers.

      By this time, Liu Xiu’s followers were convinced that the decisive moment had arrived. Once again, they pressed him to ascend the throne and formally declare himself emperor.

      Inside Liu Xiu’s command tent, a group of generals gathered, earnestly imploring him to take up the imperial title. Among them stood Ma Wu, a native of Nanyang and a longtime companion of Liu Xiu. With a tone full of urgency, he stepped forward and addressed his lord:

      “My lord, we all know your humility and modesty have always defined you. But tell me, who else could bear the weight of the empire’s fate? You must accept the imperial title first—only then can we carry on with our campaigns. Without that legitimacy, our cause holds no true power.

      “As it stands, we are fighting battles across the land, risking our lives—but for whom? If you do not claim the throne, you remain merely the Prince of Xiao, a title granted by Emperor Gengshi. If you wage war against him, would that not brand you a traitor? And if you are seen as a traitor, what does that make us?”

      “We would no longer have the right to march against Zhu Wei or any of our enemies. My lord, you must take the throne. Without the proper mandate, how can we continue?”

      Upon hearing this, Liu Xiu’s face showed a great surprise—though much of it was surely an act. Deep inside, he yearned for the imperial throne, yet he could never openly voice such ambition. Everything had to follow tradition. As expected, he was bound to go through the customary ritual of three refusals before acceptance.

      Feigning alarm, he quickly responded, “General, how could you say such things? If word of this were to spread, it could bring disaster upon us all. I shall pretend I never heard it.”

      Liu Xiu led his army on a return march south. Almost every day along the way, his generals pressed him to declare himself emperor. Their relentless urging began to grate on his nerves. Finally, he turned to them and said, “The enemy has not yet been defeated. We remain surrounded on all sides, threatened from every direction. Why this rush to crown me now? You must understand—among a fleet of ships, the one that stands out first is often the first to rot.”

      General Geng Chun stepped forward, his voice earnest and steady. “My lord, we have all left behind our families and homes, risking our lives in battle, placing our very heads on the line to follow you. Why? Because we believe you are the true heir to the dragon throne. We long to earn titles, honor, and a place in history as the founding heroes of the new dynasty.

      “But if you keep rejecting the imperial title, you will shatter the hopes of those who follow you. If we see no future under your leadership, some among us may drift away, seeking other paths to fulfill their ambitions. Once the will of the people scatters, it will be nearly impossible to gather them again. My lord, why let your most loyal men lose faith in you?”

      Liu Xiu listened attentively, his mind sinking into deep contemplation. After a long pause, he finally responded, “Give me some time to consider this carefully.”

      Later, he summoned Feng Yi, one of his most trusted commanders, to seek his counsel. Having fought alongside Liu Xiu for years, Feng Yi was a loyal and straightforward advisor—someone who would never mislead him.

      Feng Yi spoke plainly: “The Gengshi regime is doomed to collapse. There is no true ruler left in the empire. If the Han dynasty is to be preserved, my lord, it must be through you. You are the only one capable of restoring order. I urge you to embrace the wishes of your followers and ascend the throne.”

      Liu Xiu sighed deeply and said, “Funny you should mention that. Just last night, I dreamed of a red dragon soaring into the sky. When I woke, an unsettling feeling lingered with me. Perhaps claiming this throne is not as simple as it appears.”

      But Feng Yi remained resolute. “On the contrary, my lord, this is destiny unfolding before us. The gods themselves are sending you a sign. What cause is there for doubt?”

      As their army pressed onward, they reached Haocheng—what is now Baixiang County in Hebei province. At that very moment, an old friend from Liu Xiu’s days as a student in Chang’an, named Qiang Hua, journeyed all the way from Guanzhong to present him with an imperial omen—a sacred inscription that seemed to confirm his divine right.

      The inscription read: “Liu Xiu shall raise an army to rid the land of disorder. The four corners of the world shall gather, and the dragon shall battle in the fields. When four sevens align, fire shall rule.”

      Such prophecies were common mystical sayings of the time, likely crafted by supporters to bolster legitimacy. Yet many believed deeply in them, convinced that Liu Xiu’s rise was divinely destined.

      Calls urging him to claim the throne grew louder and more persistent. At first, Liu Xiu feigned reluctance, politely declining their requests. But in truth, he was elated—this was the moment he had long awaited.

      At last, in June of the year 25 CE, Liu Xiu erected an altar in Haocheng and held a grand ceremony to proclaim his ascension. The dynasty's name remained Han, a powerful symbol of the revival of the great Han lineage. From that very moment, he took the throne as Emperor Guangwu of Han.

      Not long before, he had been nothing more than a subordinate serving under Liu Xuan. Now, he had seized the imperial throne for himself. Yet, though he claimed the title of emperor, the empire itself was still fragmented, with countless warlords vying for power like stars scattered across the night sky.

      At the time he declared himself emperor, Liu Xiu controlled only a small fraction of the land. Faced with this chaotic and volatile landscape, what strategy would he adopt to unite the entire realm under his rule?
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      In the year 25 CE, Liu Xiu proclaimed his ascension to the throne in Hebei, holding a magnificent ceremony to restore the Han dynasty. This moment marked the dawn of the Eastern Han dynasty in the vast tapestry of China’s long history.

      Liu Xiu, later revered as Emperor Guangwu of Han, had officially claimed the throne, yet the empire remained far from stable. True peace—where every corner of the land recognized his rule—was still a distant dream. Meanwhile, his former superior, Emperor Gengshi, known as Liu Xuan, lingered in the imperial palace at Chang’an, where the official reign title stubbornly remained “Gengshi Year Three.” At the same time, the formidable Chimei Army, composed largely of peasant rebels, steadily advanced toward Chang’an. Their movements made one thing clear: they, too, harbored ambitions to rule the empire.

      As previously mentioned, the Gengshi regime had been established with the backing of the Green Forest Army, a faction distinct from the Chimei rebels. In fact, these two forces harbored long-standing animosities toward each other. When it came to military might, the Green Forest Army was no match for the Chimei. As the massive Chimei force closed in on Chang’an, the Green Forest generals—once mere bandits—grew increasingly anxious. They knew a battle would mean certain defeat, crushed beneath the overwhelming might of the Chimei Army. So what options remained? The Chimei were even more ruthless and aggressive than they were. The only viable choice seemed to be abandoning the city. After all, they had already savored the luxuries of Chang’an and plundered all that was valuable. Perhaps it was time to leave.

      One of the generals, Zhang Ang, gathered several fellow commanders to discuss their dire circumstances. “The Chimei Army is closing in,” he warned. “If we don’t act now, we’ll be completely wiped out. Instead of waiting for our doom, why not seize Chang’an one last time, loot it thoroughly, and then retreat eastward to our old stronghold in Nanyang? If things go south there, we can always return to our outlaw ways—drinking, feasting, and dividing spoils like old times. What do you say?”

      The other generals mulled over Zhang Ang’s proposal and found it quite tempting. After all, they had rebelled in pursuit of wealth and power, not grand ambitions. It made sense to grab whatever they could before fleeing.

      Yet, there was a catch—they had an emperor, Liu Xuan. Their plan required his approval. So, they approached him and laid out their proposal.

      Liu Xuan fully grasped the situation. He knew the Chimei Army was a formidable force, difficult to resist. But he had no intention of abandoning Chang’an. Why? Because once a man tastes luxury, it’s hard to let go. He was already emperor—why revert to being a mere warlord? Being emperor meant power, prestige, and indulgence. Returning to his former life would be humiliating. He had fought tooth and nail to reach the top, and now that he had finally become the Son of Heaven, was he supposed to just walk away? He refused to accept that fate.

      When Liu Xuan caught wind of their scheme, fury overtook him. He sat in silence, refusing to utter a single word. Witnessing his stern reaction, the generals dared not press the matter further. After all, he was still the emperor, and respect demanded they tread carefully. So, silently, they withdrew.

      Meanwhile, Zhang Ang and his group grew increasingly anxious as it became clear that the emperor had no intention of fleeing. In their eyes, he was knowingly marching toward disaster. If he chose death, that was his prerogative—but they had no intention of perishing alongside him. Facing the overwhelming might of the Chimei Army, victory was impossible. After weighing their options, they reached a grim consensus—if the emperor refused to leave willingly, they would have to take matters into their own hands and force him to go.

      Zhang Ang then conspired with Wei Xiao, a former subordinate of Wang Mang who had surrendered to the Gengshi regime. Together, they crafted a plan to seize Liu Xuan during the forthcoming ritual of sacrificing livestock at the ancestral temple on the day of Liqiu. Their aim was to kidnap the emperor and compel him to abandon Chang’an, returning to their former outlaw lives. Yet, their secrecy was far from flawless. As the old saying goes, no secret can be kept forever. Their carefully laid plot was soon uncovered, and the news swiftly reached Liu Xuan.

      Upon discovering their treacherous plan, Liu Xuan was consumed by fury. Rage boiled within him as he thought, These traitors dare to abandon the city and even plot to kidnap me, forcing me to become nothing more than an outlaw? Such treason cannot be tolerated! Determined to crush their conspiracy once and for all, Liu Xuan publicly declared that he was gravely ill and would not attend the forthcoming ritual. Simultaneously, he issued an imperial decree summoning Zhang Ang and the other conspirators to the palace. His intention was unmistakable—he planned to execute them all in one decisive blow, using their fate as a grim warning to others.

      When the summons reached the conspirators, only Wei Xiao sensed the impending danger and refused to comply, citing illness. Having previously served under Wang Mang, he was a seasoned and shrewd man, as sharp and perceptive as a finely carved crystal monkey. Fully aware that the emperor’s favor could turn deadly at any moment, he swiftly gathered his retainers and ordered his troops to fortify their defenses, preparing for any sudden assaults. Wei Xiao understood that if Liu Xuan decided to strike, resistance was their only hope; to be caught unprepared would be fatal.

      Zhang Ang and his followers, on the other hand, were far less cautious. Foolishly, they marched straight into the palace gates. Yet, upon their arrival, Liu Xuan found himself hesitating. Executioners lay concealed, poised to act at his command. One word from him would seal Zhang Ang’s fate forever. But at the critical moment, fear crept into Liu Xuan’s heart. These men had been his staunch allies in his rise to power—battle-hardened warriors who had faced death countless times. If he misjudged the situation, he risked turning them into enemies. Rather than eliminating a threat, he might inadvertently endanger his own life.

      Zhang Ang and his men immediately noticed Liu Xuan’s hesitation. The emperor spoke with faltering, evasive words, his face betraying a deep unease. The conspirators’ faces flushed red—whether from anger, anxiety, or some other emotion, no one could tell. Sensing that something was amiss, they didn’t hesitate. Driven by instinct, they turned and bolted from the palace without looking back.

      Seizing the moment, Liu Xuan swiftly ordered his soldiers to surround Wei Xiao’s residence. But Zhang Ang, having slipped away, wasted no time. He quickly rallied his troops and launched a fierce assault. Flames roared as they set fire to the palace gates, storming inside with weapons drawn. Liu Xuan, flanked by his guards and palace attendants, fought desperately to hold his ground. Yet, they were no match for the relentless onslaught led by Zhang Ang and his men. Amid the chaos, Wei Xiao broke through the encirclement and fled back to his stronghold in Tianshui, where his family still held sway.

      At dawn the next day, Liu Xuan awoke to a grim reality. The situation had spiraled completely out of his control, and hope to reverse his fortunes had vanished. With no other options left, he fled the palace in haste, heading east to seek refuge with his father-in-law, Zhao Meng, who commanded troops stationed in Xinfeng.

      However, Liu Xuan’s paranoia deepened significantly after his escape. He began to suspect the very Green Forest generals who had once been his staunch supporters, casting doubts on their loyalty. Even Wang Kuang, one of the highest-ranking ministers in his court, could not escape his growing mistrust. At one point, Liu Xuan went so far as to contemplate assassinating Wang Kuang, though this plot ultimately failed to come to fruition. His escalating suspicion and erratic behavior enraged Wang Kuang, who, consumed by fury, led his troops into Chang’an and forged an alliance with Zhang Ang and other rebel leaders. Consequently, even before the Chimei Army could launch their assault, the Gengshi regime was already crippled by internal conflict, tearing itself apart from within.

      While the Gengshi regime was mired in bitter infighting, the Chimei Army pressed forward steadily toward Chang’an. Despite securing one victory after another on the battlefield, they soon confronted a pressing dilemma—one demanding an urgent solution. But what exactly was this problem, and how would it shape the wider political landscape?

      As the Chimei Army reached Huayin County, their leaders gathered to deliberate. They found themselves at the very gates of Chang’an, yet they lacked any legitimate claim or official status. Even if they succeeded in overthrowing Emperor Gengshi, without recognized legitimacy, the people would continue to see them as no more than a ragtag band of lawless rebels. Without the mantle of rightful authority, they would never truly gain acceptance.

      After much deliberation, they finally came up with a plan. To legitimize their cause and present themselves as a force of righteousness, they needed to place a member of the imperial Liu family at the helm. This move would allow them to claim they were fighting in the name of justice. Scouring their ranks, they eventually discovered a 15-year-old cowherd named Liu Penzi.

      Back then, it wasn't unusual for young boys to tend cattle—much like King Huai of Chu, who, according to legend, had herded cows in his youth. Throughout history, several peasant uprisings had seen young boys elevated to the status of "little emperors," many of whom had similarly spent their early years as cowherds.

      Once Liu Penzi was found, the Chimei generals declared him their leader and bestowed upon him the title of Shang Jiangjun, or Grand General. In ancient times, emperors leading armies into battle were often referred to as Grand Generals, so for them, this title was effectively tantamount to proclaiming Liu Penzi as the emperor.

      When they first laid eyes on the boy, he was still clad in the ragged clothes of a humble herdsman. His hair was wild and unkempt, his bare feet caked with dirt, and his tattered garments barely shielded him from the elements. Overcome with fear, his face flushed crimson, and sweat trickled down his cheeks. Witnessing the mighty generals bowing before him and paying their respects, Liu Penzi was so terrified that he nearly broke down in tears.

      Under Fan Chong’s orchestration, Liu Penzi was officially enthroned as emperor, adopting the reign title Jianshi. Thus, the Jianshi regime was born. To cement their new government, they appointed Xu Xuan as Chancellor, Fan Chong as Grand Minister of Justice, Pang An as Left Grand Marshal, and Xie Lu as Right Grand Marshal.

      Despite his imperial title, Liu Penzi was nothing more than a puppet. Every morning and evening, he still had to bow and pay homage to Fan Chong, just as he had done in his days tending cattle. In truth, he wielded no real power—his position was purely symbolic.

      Now that they had their own emperor and government, the Chimei Army sought to establish their legitimacy. Fueled by renewed ambition, they marched westward with determination to seize control. Meanwhile, as the clash between the newly established Gengshi regime and Liu Xuan’s faltering government intensified, another force was quietly rising elsewhere. In a small yet strategically positioned stronghold, Liu Xiu had been observing the chaos unfold, preparing for the right moment to act. What steps would he take in his quest to claim the empire amid such turbulent times?

      That stronghold, mentioned earlier, was little more than a tiny, insignificant territory—hardly suitable to serve as a permanent capital. At that time, major cities like Chang’an and Luoyang, with their established infrastructure fit for true capitals, remained firmly under the control of the Gengshi regime. This presented a formidable challenge. Liu Xiu understood that his ultimate goal could only be achieved by seizing Chang’an and Luoyang through military force.

      In the seventh month of the first year of Jianwu (25 AD), Liu Xiu sent an envoy carrying an official tally to appoint Deng Yu as Grand Tutor—a high ministerial post overseeing military and civil affairs. He then ordered Deng Yu to lead an army to launch a campaign in the Henan region. Deng Yu was a man of both strategic brilliance and military skill, seasoned in warfare. Within just a few days of setting out, he successfully crossed the Yellow River and began attacking the generals loyal to the Gengshi regime.

      On the battlefield, Deng Yu remained calm and methodical, while his troops fought with high morale, securing a series of swift victories. As the campaign progressed, his forces rapidly advanced toward Luoyang. Witnessing the unstoppable momentum of Liu Xiu’s army, many influential landlords in Henan chose to defect and pledge their allegiance to the Han regime that Liu Xiu was in the process of establishing.

      By the eighth month, Liu Xiu’s forces had reached Heyang. Without hesitation, Liu Xiu ordered Wu Han to launch an assault on Luoyang. The city was defended by Zhu Wei, a formidable general serving under the Gengshi regime. Zhu Wei was a skilled commander, leading troops who were well-trained and highly disciplined. Even after being completely cut off from reinforcements originating from Chang'an and surrounded by Wu Han’s forces on all sides, he continued to orchestrate a fierce resistance.

      Months dragged on, and despite Wu Han’s relentless siege, Luoyang stood firm like an impenetrable fortress, showing no signs of imminent collapse. Meanwhile, internal strife within the Gengshi regime intensified, escalating into a full-blown crisis that threatened to tear the faction apart.

      After Wang Kuang and Zhang Ang turned against Liu Xuan, the chancellor of the Gengshi regime, Li Song led his forces back to Chang’an. His mission was twofold: to safeguard Liu Xuan and Zhao Meng, and to launch a counteroffensive against the rebellious Wang Kuang and Zhang Ang. The two factions clashed in a fierce battle that raged for more than a month within the walls of Chang’an. Ultimately, Wang Kuang was defeated and forced to flee, allowing Liu Xuan to reclaim the capital. Yet Zhang Ang and his followers, unwilling to accept defeat, resorted to drastic measures — they set fire to the imperial palace where Liu Xuan had lived, reducing it to ashes. With no other choice, Liu Xuan was compelled to relocate to the more secure Changxin Palace.

      Though Liu Xuan had regained control of Chang’an, his triumph was fleeting. The Chimei Army advanced like an unstoppable tide, swiftly closing in on the Gengshi regime’s capital. While Liu Xiu’s forces maintained their siege on Luoyang, the Chimei Army had already reached Gaoling, not far from Chang’an. At this peak of their power, the Chimei troops were brimming with confidence, their morale soaring, and their combat prowess unmatched.

      As they pressed westward toward Chang’an, Liu Xiu sought to delay their advance. He ordered Grand Minister Deng Yu to lead troops in intercepting the Chimei Army and buying time to prepare the capital’s defenses. Deng Yu successfully defeated Wang Kuang, Zhang Ang, and their faction. However, these defeated generals, now cornered in Gaoling, ultimately chose to surrender to the Chimei forces. United under one banner, they marched together toward Chang’an and launched a fierce assault on the city’s eastern gate.

      Li Song led his forces outside the city to confront the Chimei Army, but the ferocity of their assault was simply overwhelming. In the fierce battle that followed, Li Song was captured. Meanwhile, his brother, serving as the gate captain, opened the city gates from within, allowing the Chimei Army to flood into Chang’an.

      Thus, in the ninth month of that year, the Chimei Army successfully breached the capital’s defenses. The stronghold of the Gengshi regime had fallen, and most of its court officials quickly chose to surrender. At this critical moment, the regime teetered perilously on the edge of total collapse.

      Yet, amid the ruins of his crumbling empire, Emperor Liu Xuan still remained within the walls of Chang’an. Would he muster one last desperate stand? What fate awaited him as the inevitable downfall of his reign loomed ever closer?

      Hiding deep within the imperial palace, Emperor Gengshi was seized by overwhelming panic. In his desperation, he summoned Zhao Meng repeatedly, hoping to discuss the crucial matters of defense and survival.

      Yet, despite dispatching multiple envoys to call Zhao Meng to the palace, his summons went unanswered. Zhao Meng never appeared. Restless as an ant on a hot pan, Emperor Gengshi paced anxiously, rubbing his hands together, stomping his feet, and clutching his chest in despair. Muttering to himself, he kept repeating, "What should I do? What now? I can’t just sit here and wait to be slaughtered!"

      With no options left, he grabbed the imperial jade seal, hurriedly concealed it within his robes, and with utmost caution and secrecy, slipped quietly out of the palace. Alone and desperate, he mounted a horse and rode north of Chang’an, hoping to flee his doomed fate.

      His journey brought him to Liu Gong, the Shi Hou, who was none other than the elder brother of the Chimei Army’s puppet emperor, Liu Penzi. Years before, upon learning that his younger brother had been placed on the throne by the Chimei rebels, Liu Gong felt a deep sense of guilt for his own perceived disloyalty and voluntarily surrendered himself to imprisonment. However, when news arrived that Emperor Liu Xuan had suffered a devastating defeat and was fleeing for his life, Liu Gong was released from his self-imposed captivity and hurried to the banks of the Wei River.

      While accompanying Youfu Duwei Yan Ben on an inspection beyond the camp, Liu Gong unexpectedly came face to face with Emperor Gengshi. Under the guise of loyalty and protection, he offered his service and pledged to escort the emperor safely. Without hesitation, he led Liu Xuan and his remaining followers into his military camp. Yet, instead of granting refuge, Liu Gong secretly placed the emperor under detention in Gaoling, instructing his soldiers to keep a strict watch over him. To outsiders, he claimed his troops were stationed there for defensive purposes, but in truth, Liu Xuan and his retinue were prisoners.

      After Chang’an fell to the Chimei Army, Emperor Gengshi had abandoned the city, fleeing hastily and disappearing without a trace. When news of his escape reached Heyang, Emperor Guangwu, Liu Xiu, immediately issued an imperial decree: "The Gengshi regime has collapsed. He has fled, and his wife and children now wander homeless and vulnerable. This pains me deeply. Therefore, I grant him the title of King of Huaiyang. Should anyone dare to harm him, their crime will be deemed the gravest treason."

      In this decision, one can clearly perceive Liu Xiu’s deep awareness of their shared lineage. He extended clemency to Liu Xuan not merely as a personal gesture toward the man who had once ordered the death of his brother, but as a shrewd political strategy. After all, Liu Xuan had once been his superior—the very man who had granted him the title of King of Xiao. Yet, as the old saying goes, "Thirty years east of the river, thirty years west," fortunes shift, and the wheel of power turns. Now, Liu Xiu stood as emperor, the one who dispensed titles. Liu Xuan’s regime had crumbled, and legitimacy had decisively passed into Liu Xiu’s hands.

      At that moment, however, Liu Xuan remained imprisoned within the military camp, completely unaware that his former subordinate had already bestowed upon him the title of King of Huaiyang. Filled with terror and uncertainty, he spent his days like a frightened bird, trembling and helpless, awaiting whatever fate was to come.

      Meanwhile, the Chimei Army, having seized control of Chang’an, launched a thorough search throughout the city to find and capture Emperor Gengshi. They saw him as a persistent threat that could not be left unchecked. To confront this, Chancellor Xu Xuan drafted an official edict, while the Grand Minister of Justice Fan Chong issued a proclamation:

      "If the Sacred Duke surrenders, he will be granted the title of King of Changsha. However, if he does not surrender within twenty days, we will no longer accept his submission."

      The name "Sacred Duke" was Liu Xuan’s courtesy title, and this ultimatum left absolutely no room for negotiation. He was given twenty days to surrender and accept the title of King of Changsha. Should he hesitate or attempt to resist beyond that deadline, mercy would be out of the question—his fate would be sealed by death.

      Ironically, the man who had once ruled as emperor was now caught between two royal titles imposed upon him by opposing forces. Liu Xiu had declared him King of Huaiyang, while the Chimei Army had named him King of Changsha.

      Emperor Gengshi remained imprisoned in Gaoling, completely unaware of Liu Xiu’s decree. Yet the document from the Chimei Army did reach him. As he read through its harsh contents, tears streamed uncontrollably down his face, and he sobbed bitterly, utterly unable to hold back his grief.

      At that moment, Liu Gong, the former Shi Hou, knelt earnestly before the fallen emperor and said, “I am willing to go and plead for your surrender. After all, I am Liu Penzi’s elder brother—the Jianshi Emperor they have installed. As his elder brother, they would not dare to harm me.”

      Thus, Emperor Gengshi set out alongside Liu Gong to meet the leaders of the Chimei Army. Upon hearing that the former emperor was willing to surrender, Fan Chong considered the situation carefully and ordered Right Grand Marshal Xie Lu to read aloud an official decree summoning Liu Xuan. Once an emperor, he was now reduced to nothing more than a prisoner awaiting judgment.

      Following Xie Lu’s lead, Liu Xuan arrived at Changxin Palace—a place he had once called home for years. As he stepped into those familiar halls, a flood of emotions overwhelmed him. Stripped of his imperial robes, he knelt on the cold floor before the golden throne, his body trembling as he prostrated himself. Above him sat Liu Penzi, the fifteen-year-old cowherd-turned-emperor. Clad in full imperial regalia, he should have radiated authority, yet his demeanor was anything but commanding. He sat hesitantly, fidgeting nervously, his unease evident in every movement.

      The grand hall was packed with Chimei generals, lined up in rows along both sides. Their expressions varied widely—some stood with arms akimbo, exuding an air of arrogance; others glared fiercely, their eyes burning with hostility. A few cast cold, scrutinizing glances at Liu Xuan, while others gestured wildly, speaking in loud, brash tones. Some were so agitated that they spat as they spoke, while several clenched the hilts of their swords, making guttural noises, as if itching for a fight.

      Terrified, Liu Xuan dared not raise his head. His hands trembled as he presented the imperial jade seal. Liu Penzi took it, but instead of holding onto it, he quickly passed it to Fan Chong.

      Fan Chong himself was not particularly harsh towards Liu Xuan, but the others were far less forgiving. Wang Kuang and Zhang Ang, who had long harbored grudges against Liu Xuan, ignored all orders and stormed forward. Without waiting for permission, they violently dragged him out of the hall, determined to kill him on the spot.

      Seeing this unfold, Liu Gong suddenly sprang to his feet, panic flashing in his eyes. He shouted desperately, “Your Majesty, I have done everything I could! I would rather die than fail you!” With that, he drew his sword and pressed the blade against his own neck, ready to take his life in a final act of loyalty.

      But before he could follow through, Fan Chong reacted swiftly, snatching the sword from Liu Gong’s trembling hands. Considering Liu Gong was the elder brother of the puppet emperor installed by the Chimei Army, his death would have been not only tragic but politically disastrous.

      Realizing this, Liu Gong seized the moment to plead, “If you wish for me to live, then you must also spare Liu Xuan. Chancellor Fan, I beg you, for the sake of the emperor’s elder brother.”

      It was uncommon for Liu Xuan to find such a devoted ally. Deeply moved by Liu Gong’s earnest appeal, Fan Chong finally relented. He decreed that Liu Xuan would be spared and officially granted him the title of King of Changsha.

      Although Zhang Ang and Wang Kuang showed clear displeasure, they dared not openly oppose Fan Chong. After all, he was the undisputed leader of the Chimei Army. Despite their hidden resentment, they had no choice but to accept his ruling.

      With Emperor Gengshi’s surrender to the forces loyal to Wang Mang’s Xin regime, the Gengshi government was effectively shattered and ceased to function as a political entity. When the news reached the besieged city of Luoyang, it sparked a pressing question—what would the city’s defenders do next? Would Luoyang, the prize Liu Xiu had fought so hard to capture, now fall swiftly into his hands?

      Who could have foreseen what would happen next?

      Despite his overlord’s surrender, the situation in Luoyang remained grim. The city walls loomed tall and impenetrable, and Zhu Wei, the steadfast general of the Gengshi regime’s forces, refused to yield. With unwavering determination, he continued to defend Luoyang with every resource at his disposal. Surrender was out of the question—he was resolved to remain loyal to the Gengshi regime to the very end.

      The siege dragged on into the ninth month without any sign of progress. Observing the deadlock, Liu Xiu dispatched Cen Peng, a former subordinate of Zhu Wei, into the city carrying a personal letter that urged Zhu Wei to surrender.

      Zhu Wei was torn with indecision. When he met with Cen Peng, he sighed deeply and confessed, "I once played a part in the death of Grand Minister Liu Yan. When Emperor Gengshi sent the King of Xiao on his northern campaign, I was firmly opposed. I know my sins run deep, and I dare not surrender lightly. All I ask is that you honestly relay my situation to your lord."

      After returning, Cen Peng conveyed Zhu Wei’s words to Liu Xiu. Liu Xiu responded in a calm and reassuring tone, "Ah, if one aims to accomplish great things, why be haunted by past grievances? If he is willing to surrender, I will guarantee his ranks and titles remain untouched. I swear by the Yellow River that I will keep my word."

      Without hesitation, Cen Peng rushed back to Zhu Wei with Liu Xiu’s message. Standing atop the city wall, Zhu Wei remained doubtful. To test Cen Peng’s sincerity, he threw down a thick rope and challenged, "If what you say is true, then climb up this rope yourself."

      Without the slightest hesitation, Cen Peng rolled up his sleeves and pant legs, stepped forward, grasped the rope, and began his ascent. Witnessing this, Zhu Wei was convinced of Cen Peng’s sincerity. At last, he resolved to surrender.

      To demonstrate his submission, Zhu Wei had his hands bound behind his back and ordered the city gates to be opened. He then accompanied Cen Peng to Heyang to personally surrender to Liu Xiu.

      When Liu Xiu saw Zhu Wei arrive in submission, he stepped forward himself, untied his bonds, and spoke to him with kindness and reassurance. Rather than punishing him, Liu Xiu comforted him with gentle words. That very night, Liu Xiu instructed Cen Peng to escort Zhu Wei back to Luoyang.

      By the next morning, Zhu Wei, together with several other generals, led their troops out of the city and formally surrendered. With this peaceful capitulation, Liu Xiu’s forces entered Luoyang without facing any resistance.

      As he stepped into the city, Liu Xiu was immediately captivated by its grandeur and splendor. It was at that moment he made a resolute decision—Luoyang would be his capital, and no other place would suffice.

      In ancient times, Luoyang had long been regarded as the most strategically advantageous city in the empire, earning the title "City of the Thirteen Dynasties." By establishing his capital there, Liu Xiu secured a strong foundation from which to consolidate his rule and extend his authority across the land.

      However, settling into Luoyang was no easy task. The city had been ravaged by years of relentless warfare. Its economy lay in shambles, lawlessness was rampant, and thieves and bandits roamed freely without restraint. Restoring order in Luoyang quickly became an urgent and daunting priority.

      Liu Xiu understood that winning the hearts and minds of the people was essential to stabilizing the situation. He appointed Du Shi to take charge of pacifying the city, entrusting him with the critical mission of restoring order and securing the loyalty of the populace.

      Du Shi accepted this responsibility with determination, working tirelessly to reassure the frightened citizens. He provided much-needed aid to those suffering and enforced strict discipline among the troops to prevent further chaos. Yet, not every member of Liu Xiu’s army was willing to abide by these rules. One general, known only as General Xiao, saw Luoyang’s ruined wealth and fragile prosperity as a golden opportunity for personal gain. He turned a blind eye as his soldiers plundered and terrorized the citizens with abandon.

      Fear gripped the people of Luoyang. Even in broad daylight, they dared not step outside their homes, firmly bolting their doors in terror of the lawless troops roaming the streets.

      Amidst this mounting chaos, Du Shi took it upon himself to enforce order. Holding an imperial decree in hand, he confronted General Xiao directly. With a stern voice, he reminded the general of the military code, urging him to restrain his soldiers and uphold the laws of the new regime.

      But General Xiao had already become accustomed to the spoils of unchecked pillaging. Furthermore, with his connections to members of the imperial clan, he felt invincible. Though he feigned compliance, nodding solemnly to Du Shi’s warning, the moment his back was turned, he plunged back into his reckless spree, utterly disregarding the law.

      It became clear that this man would not cease his misconduct unless he was made an example of.

      With no other choice left, Du Shi personally entered the military camp and issued a direct order for Xiao’s immediate arrest. The rogue general was then brought before the city’s public court.

      Before the gathered crowd, Du Shi laid out three serious charges against Xiao: disobeying military discipline, oppressing the people, and severely tarnishing the army’s reputation.

      Without hesitation, Du Shi gave the order for Xiao's execution. His head was then displayed publicly as a stark warning to anyone who might consider breaking the law.

      Afterwards, Du Shi drafted a detailed official report outlining the incident and submitted it to the imperial court.

      Emperor Guangwu wholeheartedly approved of Du Shi’s decisive action and issued an imperial decree to commend him. This firm stance sent an unmistakable message to all: Liu Xiu was unwavering in his commitment to stabilizing the empire and restoring order. The once-arrogant soldiers and generals now harbored a mixture of fear and deep respect for their emperor. They understood that their former status as veteran revolutionaries no longer granted them the freedom to act with impunity. The emperor was now fully focused on governing the empire, and he would brook no lawlessness within his ranks.

      Meanwhile, the bandits and thieves who had been terrorizing the capital witnessed the swift and ruthless execution of even a high-ranking general like Xiao. If someone of his stature could be dealt with without hesitation, what hope did they have? Gripped by fear, they fled the city in large numbers. Consequently, order in Luoyang was rapidly restored, and before long, the city began to thrive once again.

      With his authority firmly established in Luoyang, Liu Xiu shifted his focus to the ongoing campaign in the west. Deng Yu, commanding the forces on the front lines, was preparing to launch an assault on Chang’an.

      At this time, Chang’an had been thrown into chaos ever since it fell under the control of the Chimei Army. The local elites and landowners of the Guanzhong region harbored deep hostility toward the Chimei rulers, offering them scant support. Many concealed their grain stores, triggering a severe supply shortage for the Chimei forces. The soldiers struggled with hunger, and even their warhorses lacked sufficient fodder. To make matters worse, crime and looting ran rampant throughout the city, further exacerbating an already dire situation.

      Chang’an, once the magnificent capital of the Han dynasty, had been reduced to a hollow shell, stripped bare of its resources. Even the young puppet emperor, Liu Penzi, found himself trapped in hardship, struggling to secure the most basic necessities of life. The people living across the Three Offices region—known as Sanfu—were gripped by constant fear, their anxieties mounting with each passing day.

      Meanwhile, news spread swiftly that General Deng Yu was winning battle after battle, his army known for strict discipline and a steadfast refusal to harm innocent civilians. Upon hearing this, thousands flocked to his camp—elders, children, entire families seeking refuge and purpose. His recruitment swelled daily, and before long, his army commanded by rumor to number in the hundreds of thousands.

      As Deng Yu’s renown spread throughout Guanzhong, local militia leaders and warlords urged him to strike at Chang’an immediately, convinced that this was the perfect moment to crush the Chimei Army and reunify the empire. Yet Deng Yu held firm in his conviction—he disagreed.

      He explained his reasoning clearly: “Although our army has grown in size, most of these men are fresh recruits with minimal military training. More importantly, our food supplies are insufficient, and our supply lines are still unstable. The Chimei Army, despite its flaws, has just seized Chang’an. They now control its vast stores of money and grain, and their morale remains high. Their forces are aggressive and would be difficult to face in a direct battle at this moment.”

      Yet Deng Yu also saw the weaknesses hidden within the Chimei Army. He went on: “They are nothing more than a band of marauders, lacking any strategic foresight or long-term planning. Even though they currently possess plenty of resources, their internal divisions will inevitably come to the surface. They cannot hold Chang’an forever, so there is no need for us to rush into battle.”

      He then proposed an alternative approach: “The regions of Shangjun, Beidi, and Anding are vast and sparsely populated, but rich in grain and livestock. Instead of forcing a premature engagement, we should march north and regroup in these resource-rich territories. There, our troops can rest and prepare. When the Chimei Army exhausts its resources and falls into disarray, we will strike at the perfect moment and crush them.”

      Following this plan, Deng Yu led his army northward, steadily securing the territories behind Chang’an. Wherever his forces marched, local strongholds and cities yielded without a fight, opening their gates in welcome. Bit by bit, the Chimei Army found itself encircled—Liu Xiu’s forces now pressing in from both the east and the north, slowly tightening the noose around Guanzhong.

      At this critical juncture, the empire remained engulfed in chaos. Liu Xiu had proclaimed himself emperor and established his capital at Luoyang, while the Chimei Army held Chang’an, ruling through their puppet emperor, Liu Penzi. Across the vast land, numerous self-styled emperors still claimed authority, each asserting their own legitimacy. Beyond them, warlords who stopped short of declaring themselves emperor wielded king-like power within their domains.

      Amidst such turmoil, one question loomed large—how could this fractured empire be restored to order? And ultimately, where would the tides of destiny carry this nation?
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